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histories and national symbols during the three decades following the end of Spanish 

colonial rule in 1898. Spanish war monuments, flag displays, and other patriotic 

initiatives helped unite the Spanish organized community. In addition, these activities 

often served to counter U.S. and Cuban commemorations of the island’s past that 

depicted Spaniards in a negative light. History provided a key source for political 

legitimation in Cuba after 1898. Conflicting interpretations of the Cuban 
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nationalists. Competing claims of past patriotic achievement also heightened friction 

between Cuban social groups and political factions. This thesis argues that the 

island’s powerful Spanish community played a major role in these debates.  
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Introduction: “Spaniards and the Politics of Memory in Cuba, 1898-1934” 
 

This dissertation examines how Spanish residents in Cuba used patriotic 

histories and national symbols during the three decades following the end of Spanish 

colonial rule in 1898. Spanish war monuments, flag displays, and other patriotic 

initiatives helped unite the Spanish “organized community.”1  In addition, these 

activities often served to counter U.S. and Cuban commemorations of the island’s 

past that depicted Spaniards in a negative light. History provided a key source for 

political legitimation in Cuba after 1898. Conflicting interpretations of the Cuban 

independence process increased tensions between U.S. officials and Cuban 

nationalists. Competing claims of past patriotic achievement also heightened friction 

between Cuban social groups and political factions. This thesis argues that the 

island’s powerful Spanish community played a major role in these debates.  

The dissertation focuses on the period from 1898 to 1934 when Spanish 

residents and Spanish institutions in Cuba possessed the greatest motivation and 

means to participate in the island’s politics of memory. 2 The 1934 endpoint marks the 

 
1 Immigration historian José Moya uses the term “organized community” to refer to Spanish 
immigrants linked through mutual aid societies, social clubs, commercial ties, and newspapers. The 
ways in which Spanish residents in Cuba created a coherent and influential community are discussed in 
depth in chapters one and two of this dissertation. Jose C. Moya, Cousins and Strangers: Spanish 
Immigrants in Buenos Aires, 1850-1930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), pp. 282, 
286. 
2 I use “politics of memory” as a somewhat broader and more inclusive term for what James E. Young 
refers to as the “art of public memory,”  a memorial category that  encompasses much more than just 
aesthetics and art criticism.  Young notes, “It also includes the activity that brought them into being, 
the constant give and take between memorials and viewers, and finally the responses of viewers to 
their own world in light of a memorialized past – the consequences of memory.” James E. Young, The 
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close of the violent phase of a clash between Cuban doctors and Spanish mutual aid 

societies during the Great Depression. In addition, Spanish community power and 

cohesion became less pronounced after the early 1930s because of the effects of the 

Depression and political upheaval in Cuba and Spain. 

 

Ramón Meza and the Peculiarities of Post-1898 Cuba 

 In 1903, the Cuban satirist Ramón Meza published a story entitled “The First 

Stone” that gently mocked the island’s Spanish colonial past, recent occupation by 

the United States, and uncertain future as an independent country. Ostensibly, the 

story follows the festivities held by a town (never named) for the placement of the 

first stone of a “public building” (never described). The entire community had come 

together to plead with distant royal officials to grant them permission for this 

building, which after frustrating delays had finally been given. To celebrate this long-

sought victory, the town honors this first stone with elaborate ceremonies and nine 

days of celebration. Afterwards, however, the first stone remains first and only; no 

others ever join it, and the block lies forgotten in a meadow to be sniffed by curious 

dogs and goats. The town forgets this outcome (never explained) and retains its 

custom of celebrating first stones, rather than the “last stone” of a finished project.3  

 Meza’s story scoffs at the pretensions of Spaniards, Americans, and Cubans. 

At one level, the story criticizes the Spanish crown for its belated, grudging 

 
Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 
preface p. ix. 
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concession of permission for the “building” which symbolizes Cuban independence.4 

The author signals this symbolism to his readers by never describing what the 

building is for except to say that “its utility and necessity had long been recognized in 

all civilized countries.” The reference to time, lofty purpose, and international 

recognition would hardly fit a simple hospital or administrative office, and instead 

hint that the author is referring to Spain’ s long denial of Cuban independence.  

More subtly, the story makes the same complaint about the United States 

which granted Cuba only conditional independence in 1902, one year before the 

story’s publication. Meza describes the royal official who comes to town to grant 

formal approval for the “building” in such a way that he fits Cuban stereotypes about 

“Yankees.” The official is “blond-bearded” which could of course refer to an 

individual from northern Spain, but the context here suggests a North American. The 

official arrives late, on the last train, and arrogantly keeps his nose in the air except 

when he is ogling Cuban women. Meza’s emphasis on the official’s last-minute 

arrival on the scene and lust for Cuban women would have led readers to think of the 

United States. Many Cubans believed that the U.S. government only intervened in 

1898 because Cuban freedom fighters were on the verge of victory against Spain after 

the three years of war. The common depiction of the Cuban republic as a beautiful 

criolla (white creole woman) at this time gives the “blond-bearded” official’s lustful 

gaze a political implication of annexationist desire. 

 
3 Diario de la Marina, 20 Dec. 1903, p. 5. 
4 The government referred to in the story is that of “s.m.” (your majesty). 
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 The author reserves his greatest scorn for the town’s inhabitants who 

celebrate dream castles rather than solid accomplishments. The town devotes all of its 

energy to celebrating the first block of its future “building,” but fails to carry the 

project forward.  Rather than learning from this failure, the town fecklessly continues 

to devote similar excitement to the easy task of ceremonially launching initiatives, 

rather than completing them. Meza’s implication is that Cubans should not celebrate 

the bare beginnings of their independence, but rather work for a finished “building” 

and then hold festivities. 

 This story and its author provide a good entry point into the peculiarities of 

post-1898 Cuba.  Ramón Meza emerged as a leading creole proponent of massive 

immigration from Spain after 1898.5 Yet, in 1887 Meza had written an influential 

novel, Mi tío el empleado, that attacked the economic and political privileges enjoyed 

by peninsular Spaniards in Cuba.6 The resurgence of Spanish immigration after 1898 

preserved many aspects of peninsular prominence that Meza had criticized so sharply 

before the war. Reflecting this enduring Spanish salience, Meza’s “First Stone” story 

appeared in the Diario de la Marina, the Havana-based daily that had actively 

supported the Spanish military effort and now continued to serve as the principal 

voice of Cuba’s Spanish community. Indeed, the Diario de la Marina’s circulation 

 
5 Ramón Meza, La inmigración util debe ser protegida (Havana: Imp. La Moderna Poesía, 1906).  
Meza  presented this paper at the fifth national Conference on Social Services and Correction held in 
Santiago on 16 April 1906. Meza spoke as the delegate of the Sociedad Económico de los Amigos del 
País and as president of the conference’s immigration committee. 
6 Ramón Meza,  Mi tío el empleado, (Havana: repr. 1887, Editorial letras cubanas, 1984). 
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rose in the years following 1898 because of massive immigration from Spain, 

making it one of the island’s largest and most influential newspapers.7 

 Manuel Sanguily, an ardent Cuban patriot, complained that U.S. intervention 

in 1898 denied Cubans their “healthy minute of historical revenge” against Spanish 

residents.8 Revenge would have made sense given the devastation inflicted on Cuba 

by the Spanish military between 1895 and 1898. In particular, Captain General 

Weyler incurred the hatred of Cubans with his notorious “make war with war” 

program between 1896 and 1897. Weyler sought to deny insurgents support from the 

countryside by forcing the island’s rural population into camps established in fortified 

towns. This “reconcentration” policy resulted in the deaths of almost 100,000 Cuban 

civilians from disease and malnutrition in the overcrowded, undersupplied camps.9 

[see image #1] 

The island’s agriculture was devastated as well. In 1899, a U.S. general in 

Pinar del Río observed that Spaniards had turned a “Fertile Island” into an “ash pile” 

and a “dreary desert.”10 Supporting this contention, historian Louis A. Pérez, Jr. notes 

that “over 100,000 small farms, 3,000 livestock ranches, 800 tobacco vegas, and 700 

coffee fincas were destroyed during the conflict.”11 According to the U.S. military 

 
7 See chapters one and two. 
8 Cited in Luis Aguilar, Cuba 1933: Prologue to Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 
16. 
9 John Tone, “The Politics of ‘Deconcentration’ in Cuba”, presentation at the Society for Spanish and 
Portuguese Historians conference held at New York University: April 2000. 
10 Brigadier General Fitzhugh Lee, “Report on the Provinces of Pinar del Río and Havana,” in Major 
General John R. Brooke, Civil Report 1899, vol. III (Havana: 1899). 
11 Louis Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 
190-191. 
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governor of Cuba, these economic and demographic losses caused “a bitter feeling 

against the Spanish population … throughout the Island.”12 Many Spanish residents 

had backed Spain’s military’s activities as militia members, guides, propagandists, 

and profiteers. Consequently, in Matanzas the U.S. general in charge of this province 

found that Cubans displayed “a disposition to wreak vengeance on Spanish subjects 

resident in the Island,” a disposition he firmly repressed.13  

As the Matanzas example suggests, Spanish residents avoided reprisals largely 

because of U.S. intervention. Throughout the island, the U.S. military played a major 

role in preserving Spanish lives and property from 1898 to 1902. Yet, other factors 

were also significant during and after that period. Many elite Cubans feared that 

attacks on Spanish residents would prevent the new Spanish immigration they desired 

in order to whiten Cuba’s population. Creoles like Meza specifically wanted Spanish 

immigrants to offset the island’s large Afro-Cuban population and to bolster Cuba’s 

Hispanic culture in the face of increasing U.S. influence.14  

Spanish elites also helped avert Cuban vengeance by fostering a political 

culture that encouraged reconciliation between Cubans and Spaniards. This culture of 

reconciliation persisted from the first occupation through the early 1930s. It came 

under pressure during moments of peak Cuban nationalist agitation from 1910-1912 

and in the 1920s, but remained a prominent feature of the political landscape. Spanish 

 
12 Major General John R. Brook, “Report on the Military Occupation of Cuba,” in Civil Report 1899, 
vol. I. 
13 Brigadier General James H. Wilson, “Report on the Province of Matanzas,” in Civil Report 1899, 
vol. III. 
14 See chapter one. 
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community leaders successfully created space for an array of initiatives that 

promoted Spanish influence and historical interpretations. The Cuban republic 

witnessed the laying of “first stones” and “last stones” for an impressive assortment 

of Spanish mutual aid societies, Spanish social clubs, Spanish newspaper buildings, 

and Spanish monuments. This was not a Spanish reconquest of Cuba since Spanish 

residents and institutions had to make significant accommodations for Cuban patriotic 

sensibilities. However, it is fair to say that although Spain lost the war and her last 

colonies in 1898, Spanish residents in Cuba largely won the peace, despite occasional 

setbacks. 

 This dissertation uses a thematic organization to trace Spanish community 

influence in the politics of memory in Cuba. Chapter one evaluates the Spanish 

community’s composition and resources while chapter two examines its overarching 

symbolic strategies and boundaries. These two chapters define the general parameters 

of the Spanish community and assess what Spanish identity meant in post-war Cuba. 

Although individuals expressed multiple identities – Spaniard, Asturian, husband, 

tobacco worker, naturalized Cuban citizen, etc. -- that varied with circumstances, the 

Spanish organized community as a whole promoted an overarching sense of Spanish 

national identity anchored in a shared relationship to the colonial past and celebration 

of key icons of Spanishness like the king of Spain. This overarching Spanish national 

identity co-existed with regional loyalties to towns and provinces in Spain to a much 

greater degree than existing scholarship has recognized. It also facilitated significant 



 

8 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
cross-class solidarity within the community. 

Chapters three and four examine specific projects in Cuba involving Spanish 

patriotic history and symbols.  Chapter three focuses on the principal Spanish hero-

martyr from 1898 – General Joaquín Vara de Rey – and how Spanish community 

leaders used his legend to counter memories of Weyler and Spanish military 

humiliation in 1898. This chapter highlights efforts by Spanish residents to erect 

monuments to Vara de Rey in Spain and Cuba as part of a larger process of 

selectively remembering and forgetting the recent colonial past. Chapter four 

analyzes the politics surrounding Spanish national flag displays and flag relics in 

post-war Cuba. This chapter argues that Spain’s red-and-gold flag possessed greater 

significance and visibility among Spanish residents in post-war Cuba than it held in 

peninsular Spain. In particular, the red-and-gold frequently appeared in dual displays 

of Spanish and Cuban flags in civic processions, inaugural events, and street protests 

as a way to express Spanish-Cuban reconciliation and joint “Latin” opposition to 

“Yankee” influence. 

Chapter five assesses an alternate history project developed by Catalan 

separatists in Cuba that challenged mainstream Spanish interpretations. Catalans were 

unlike other Spanish regional groups in Cuba in that separatism became the dominant 

tendency among Catalan organizations, publications, and elites after 1907. Reaction 

to events in Catalunya and generational change led to the rise of radical Catalan 

voices in Cuba who supported autonomy or independence for Catalunya. These 
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Catalan residents rejected Spanish patriotic histories and symbols and instead 

stressed the darker aspects of Spain’s colonial record in order to draw parallels 

between Cuba and Catalunya. Catalan nationalists associated themselves with Cuban 

patriotic anniversaries and symbols, because they hoped Catalunya would follow 

Cuba’s path to independence from Spain. 

Chapters six weighs Spanish reactions to North American patriotic initiatives 

in Cuba by tracing how Spanish residents chose to “Remember the Maine.” Spanish 

residents undermined U.S. efforts to bind Cubans in a debt of gratitude for U.S. 

military losses in 1898 by challenging American beliefs about the sinking of the U.S. 

battleship Maine, attributed by many Americans to Spanish “perfidy.” Spanish 

accusations regarding American ignobility in 1898 and subsequently influenced 

Cuban critics of U.S. interpretations of the “Spanish-American War.”15 In addition, 

Spanish sensitivity on the subject of the Maine caused U.S. and Cuban officials to 

alter their remembrance of the battleship in Havana.  

Chapter seven explains how Spanish elites successfully turned a potentially 

thorny aspect of Cuban nationalism, medical patriotism, to their advantage during a 

violent twenty-year conflict with a federation of Cuban doctors. Cuba developed 

Latin America’s strongest tradition of medical patriotism, defined here as the salience 

of doctors as defenders and definers of the nation. However, Spanish mutual aid 

societies prevented Cuban doctors from turning this tradition against them during 
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their struggle to control the island’s private health care market during the 

Depression. Spanish political clout, media influence, and adroit propaganda kept the 

doctors on the defensive, especially by maintaining that the doctors’ rhetoric and 

actions were “xenophobic” and therefore not acceptable in elite Cuban discourse. 

 

Historiography and Sources 
 
 This project builds on and responds to three principal bodies of historical 

literature: studies of Spanish immigration in Latin America, Spanish nationalism, and 

Cuban historical memory and politics. Perhaps its greatest contribution is to depart 

from the bilateral, U.S. versus Cuba, approach prevalent in Cuban studies produced in 

the United States.16 It contends that three major national orientations, not just two, 

interacted in Cuba during the first third of the twentieth century: Cuban, North 

American, and Spanish. 17 The term “orientation” reflects the existence of important 

tensions within these groups as well. For example, Afro-Cubans and creole elites 

developed very different views about the history and significance of the Cuban 

Independence War. Where relevant, this dissertation examines the tensions within 

these three national orientations as well as between them using sources from 

collections in Spain, Cuba, and the United States. 

 
15 Most scholars currently use the term “Spanish-Cuban-American War” to refer to the 1898 conflict. 
This dissertation only uses “Spanish-American War” to refer to U.S. perspectives on the conflict or 
what Spanish residents considered those U.S. perspectives to be. 
16 This bilateral focus is most evident in the works of Louis Pérez, one of the most prominent historians 
of Cuba in the United States. See, for example, Louis A. Pérez, Jr., On Becoming Cuban: Identity, 
Nationality, and Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999). 



 

11 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The decade of the 1990s produced a surge in studies of Spanish immigration 

to Latin America in response to two centennials. The Columbus quincentennial in 

1992 inspired numerous works about the million-plus immigrants who went from 

Spain to Latin America between 1880 and 1930.18 The 1998 centennial of the 

Spanish-Cuban-American War channeled additional scholarly attention toward 

Spanish immigrants in Cuba.19 Even so, Spanish immigrants in Cuba remain less 

studied than Spaniards in Argentina.20 Yet, the Spanish community in Cuba was Latin 

America’s second largest after Argentina, and in many respects exerted a more 

 
17 Other national orientations were evident in Cuba as well -- particularly Chinese, Jamaican, and 
Haitian – but proved less significant. 
18 Nicolás Sanchez-Albornoz (ed.), Españoles hacia América: la emigración en masa, 1880-1930 
(Madrid: Sociedad Quinto Centenario and Alianza Editorial, 1988), p. 20. Other examples of Spanish 
immigration literature inspired by the quincentennial include: María Xosé Rodríguez Galdo, Galicia E 
América: Cinco siglos de historia (Galicia: Consello da cultura galega, 1993); Comisió América i 
Catalunya, Jornades d’ Estudis Catalano-Americans, no. 3 (Barcelona: Generalitat de Catalunya, 
1992); Juan Carlos de la Madrid Álvarez, El viaje de los emigrantes asturianos a América (Gijón: 
Biblioteca Histórica Asturiana, 1988); and Clara E. Lida, Una inmigración privilegiada: Comerciantes, 
empresarios y profesionales en México en los siglos xix y xx (Madrid: Alianza América, 1994). 
19 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, Miguel A. Puig-Samper, and Luis Miguel García Mora (eds.), La nación 
soñada: Cuba, Puerto Rico y Filipinas ante el 98 (Madrid: Doce Calles, 1996); Consuelo Naranjo 
Orovio and Tomás Mallo Gutiérrez (eds.), Cuba la perla de las Antillas: Actas de las I Jornades sobre 
Cuba y su historia (Madrid: Doce Calles, 1994); Xosé Neira Vilas, Galegos que loitaron pola 
independencia de Cuba (A Coruña: Edicios do Castro, 1998); Juan A. Blanco Rodríguez and Coralia 
Alonso Valdés, Presencia castellana en el Ejército Libertador cubano, 1895-1898 (Zamora: Junta de 
Castilla y León, 1996); Mirta Nuñez Díaz-Balart (ed.), El día después: España y sus ex-colonias tras el 
Desastre del 98 (Madrid: Argés, 1998); Sebastian Balfour, El fin del imperio español, 1898-1923 
(Madrid: Crítica, 1997); Yanelet Castillo Ramírez et al. (ed.), Bibliografias de historia de España: La 
crisis del 98 (Madrid: CINDOC, 1998). 
20 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Jordi Maluquer de Motes have authored the principal demographic 
studies on Spaniards in Cuba. See, for example, Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, Cuba vista por el emigrante 
español a la isla, 1900-54: Un esayo de historia oral (Madrid: CSIC, 1987) and Jordi Maluquer de 
Motes, Nación e inmigración: los españoles en Cuba ss. XIX- XX (Oviedo: Ediciones Jucar, 1992).  
Richer sources for Argentina have resulted in the production of more in-depth demographic studies 
like José Moya, Cousins and Strangers and Mark D. Szuchman, Mobility and Integration in Urban 
Argentina: Córdoba in the Liberal Era  (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1980). 
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profound influence on its host society. Spaniards represented over 60 percent of 

Cuba’s total foreign immigration, a much higher percentage than in Argentina.21  

This dissertation makes two principal contributions to this literature on 

immigration: It sheds light on Spanish elites; and it highlights the importance of 

Spanish nationalism among overseas Spaniards. The cultural activities of middle-

class and upper-class Spanish residents in Cuba have not received sufficient scholarly 

attention despite their economic, political, and cultural influence.22 Historians 

typically focus on working-class Spanish immigrants, in part because they were the 

majority, but also to trace whether Spanish labor radicals brought over advanced 

ideas from Europe that influenced Latin American workers.23 This project addresses 

opposition to elite Spanish community projects posed by Spanish anarchists, but 

devotes more attention to the areas of common ground between Spanish workers and 

elites. In addition, the thesis assesses the extent to which an overarching Spanish 

national identity existed in the organized community. This counters the tendency of 

many recent studies to narrowly focus on immigrants from distinct regions in Spain. 24  

 
21 See chapter one. 
22 A few works discuss Spanish elites within the general context of bourgeois political and economic 
activities in Cuba. See, for example, María del Carmen Barcia Zequeira, Élites y grupos de presión: 
Cuba, 1868-1898 (Havana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1998) and Jorge Ibarra, Cuba: 1898-1921 – 
Partidos políticos y clases sociales (Havana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1992). 
23 As historian Joan Casanovas points out, this focus on the transmission of radical ideas from Europe 
to Latin America by Spanish immigrants underestimates Latin American agency and creativity.  Joan 
Casanovas, Bread, or Bullets! Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898 (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998), pp. 217, 231. 
24 See chapter one for a listing of some of these region of origin studies. A few broader treatments of 
Spanish national identity in Cuba exist. See, for example, José Manuel Macarro Vera, “La imagen de 
España en Cuba,” in Rafael Sánchez Mantero, José Manuel Macarro Vera, and Leandro Álvarez Rey, 
La imagen de España en América.1898-1931 (Seville: CSIC, 1994). 
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 Current scholarship on national symbols and patriotic histories in peninsular 

Spain emphasizes their weak popular acceptance.25 However, Henk Driessen’s work 

on the Spanish garrison town of Melilla in Morocco suggests that residents in foreign 

enclaves tended to value these symbols to a greater degree than their peninsular 

compatriots.26 Cuba provides an excellent context to evaluate how strong Spanish 

national symbols and histories could be. Two factors heightened the visibility and 

emotional charge of Spanish patriotic symbols and myths in Cuba: the pervasive 

Spanish military presence in late nineteenth-century Cuba and competing nationalist 

narratives from North Americans and Cubans in the twentieth century. 

 Contested historical memory represents an emerging area in Cuban studies.  

Louis Pérez has shown how Cubans and North Americans disagreed sharply over the 

meanings of historic events like the explosion of the Maine and Cuban 

independence.27 A few works also analyze the divergence between Afro-Cuban and 

white creole interpretations of the island’s independence wars.28 However, the roles 

played by Spanish residents need to be factored into this historiography as well. 

Spanish residents were vitally interested in what would be remembered and what 

 
25 Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen: Símbolos, mitos y nación  (Madrid: Taurus, 1999); 
Carolyn P. Boyd, Historia Patria: Politics, History, and National Identity in Spain, 1875-1975 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); Juan Sisinio Pérez Garzón et al., La gestión de la 
memo ria: La historia de España al servicio del poder (Barcelona: Crítica, 2000). 
26 Henk Driessen, On the Spanish-Moroccan Frontier: A Study in Ritual, Power and Ethnicity  (New 
York: Berg, 1992). 
27 Louis Pérez, The War of 1898: The United States and Cuba in History and Historiography (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). 
28 Lillian Guerra, “Esculpir a Martí: memorias y monumentos en la Primera República 
Cubana,”Revista de Ciencias Sociales, no. 8 (Puerto Rico: Jan. 2000); Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: 
The Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
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would be forgotten about the colonial period, and they commanded impressive 

resources to promote their opinions and oppose contrary views.  

This dissertation also highlights vital but little known aspects of Cuban 

nationalism and politics. Specifically, it develops the importance of what this thesis 

terms “middle-class medical patriotism,” a tradition which depicted Cuban doctors as 

definers and defenders of the nation. It proved explosive in a country where Spanish 

mutual aid societies dominated the private health care market, and helps explains the 

bitterness of the struggle between Spanish mutual aid societies and Cuban doctors 

during the Depression, because each side saw itself as the rightful inheritor of this 

mantle. In addition, President Ramón Grau San Martín’s 1933 reform agenda and 

Spanish opposition to his administration cannot be fully understood without this 

medical patriotic context.  

The conservative political views expressed by most Spanish mutual aid 

societies, social clubs, and newspapers made them targets for revolutionaries in 1959. 

The Castro regime closed almost all of these institutions and appropriated their 

resources. Only the politically progressive Sociedad Catalana survived largely intact. 

In many instances, revolutionaries threw the archives of Spanish entities into the 

street. Fortunately for this project’s feasibility, Cuban public libraries and archives 

collected books and documents from key defunct Spanish societies. For example, 

Santiago’s provincial archive has the minutes for the Centro de la Colonia Española’s 

 
1995); and Ada Ferrer,  Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1999). 
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board meetings. In addition, provincial association registries contain extensive 

holdings of the internal statutes and annual reports of Spanish societies. These Cuban 

collections were complemented by extensive research in Madrid’s royal palace 

archive, foreign ministry archive, and municipal newspaper library that uncovered 

letters, reports, signature albums, periodicals and other materials that illuminated 

Spanish life in Cuba. The royal palace houses especially rich materials not previously 

tapped by historians of Cuba. Additional investigation in Washington, D.C added the 

perspectives of U.S. officials as well as information about the activities of many 

Spanish institutions. The dissertation’s bibliography contains a complete listing of the 

archives consulted in Cuba, Spain, and the United States. 

 

The Centro Gallego’s “First Stone” 
 
 The Centro Gallego laid the first stone for its “social palace” in the heart of 

Havana on December 8, 1907. The block was brought over from a quarry in Galicia 

and carried to the construction site atop a flower-bedecked cart. The festivities proved 

at least as grand as the ones Ramón Meza depicted in his story. The 1907 spectacle 

featured choral works, medals, parades, bunting, fireworks, dignitaries, and other 

flourishes.29 This lavish inauguration befit the opulence of a project intended to dispel 

stereotypes about poor and culturally backward Gallegos held by Cubans and 

 
29 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1907 (Havana: Rambla, Bouza, y Ca., 1908), pp. 16-18; Diario de la 
Marina, 9 Dec. 1907, afternoon edition, pp. 4, 7. 
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Spaniards from other provinces.30 However, this ceremony and the social palace also 

served larger Spanish community objectives.  

The land dedicated to the new building was located right next to the planned 

site of the national capitol building and included the famous Tacón Theater as part of 

the purchase.31 The site’s strategic significance caused an uneasy interaction between 

Spanish and Cuban national orientations at the event.32 Some Cuban nationalists led 

by Senator Manuel Sanguily had opposed the sale of such a central and historic 

property to a Spanish mutual aid society. At the ceremony, a Spanish choir 

demonstrated the Centro Gallego’s conciliatory desire by playing the national 

anthems of Cuba (Himno de Bayamo) and Spain (Marcha Real). 33 The choir did not, 

however, play the U.S. anthem, suggesting that Spanish-Cuban reconciliation held a 

higher priority for the organizers. Yet, the U.S. presence had to be accommodated in 

some fashion, because this ceremony occurred during the second U.S. occupation 

(1906-1909). Consequently, the Centro Gallego’s board invited the U.S. provisional 

 
30 Jokes and stereotypes about Gallegos were common in Cuba and other Latin American countries like 
Argentina resulting in persistent efforts by Gallego leaders to counter these negative images. José 
Moya, Cousins and Strangers, pp. 323-25, 341-42; María Xosé Rodríguez Galdo, Galicia E América: 
Cinco siglos de historia. 
31 Cuban Congress, Diario de Sesiones, vol. VI,  no. 39, 15 Feb. 1905, p. 16 and no. 40, 17 Feb. 1905, 
p. 8. 
32 Gallego regionalism was evident as well, but Gallego pride coexisted readily with Spanish 
nationalism in this instance. The ceremony featured a Gallego hymn composed by Castro Chané and as 
well as the royal anthem of Spain, the “Marcha Real.” Diario de la Marina , 9 Dec. 1907, afternoon 
edition, pp. 4, 7. 
33 The “Marcha Real” did not have wide popular acceptance in Spain at this time as the national 
anthem. Spaniards in Cuba usually used it but sometimes employed the Liberal anthem “Himno de 
Riego” instead, depending on the political context. Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen, pp. 111-112. 
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governor, Charles Magoon, to place mortar on the stone with a ceremonial silver and 

gold trowel. 34  

The colonial past was an awkward presence at the 1907 ceremony as well. 

Organizers recognized the Centro Gallego’s colonial roots but ignored its support for 

the Spanish military during the Cuban Independence War. In this regard, the contents 

of a lead box placed in the stone selectively honored the institution’s past by 

including the membership card of the society’s first member in 1879, José Maria 

Allegue. This year conveniently fell between the Ten Years’ War (1868-1878) and the 

Cuban Independence War.  Most of the box’s contents focused on 1907. For example, 

it included the membership card of the society’s most recent inductee, the famous 

peninsular writer Emilia Pardo Bazan, inscribed as the Centro Gallego’s 25,033th 

member before the ceremony. 35 The Centro Gallego showed its interest in the future 

by having the stone lowered at the touch of an electric buzzer. Unlike Meza’s story, 

this first stone did not languish in isolation. It joined with others in a magnificent 

edifice, formally inaugurated in 1915, that proclaimed Spanish community power in 

the heart of the national capital.36 A properly sanitized past paved the way to a 

promising Spanish future in Cuba. [see image #2] 

 
34 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1907, pp. 16-18. 
35 This was an honorary membership since Emilia Pardo Bazan lived in Spain and the Centro Gallego 
did not accept women members until the 1930s. 
36 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1907, pp. 16-18. 
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Chapter One: “Defining the Post-War Spanish Community and its Influence” 

 
 In 1929, a British diplomat accurately summed up the position of Spanish 

residents in Cuba. He noted, “As a result of Spain’s former occupation of Cuba and 

the subsequent flow of emigration, there is a large Spanish colony here; they cling 

together very much; they have considerable commercial interests in the country, and 

collectively are in a position to exert much influence.” Despite its size and strength, 

this “colony” also inherited some liabilities from the past. The diplomat continued, 

“Nevertheless, the position of the Spaniards in Cuba is a somewhat invidious one. In 

the minds of many Cubans still rankles the despotism and cruelty of Spanish rule.”1 

This chapter examines how Spanish residents maintained their influence while 

avoiding repercussions from Cuban memories of colonial “despotism and cruelty.” 

A distinct and powerful Spanish community continued to exist in Cuba after 

the Spanish-Cuban-American War of 1898.2  Spaniards found new ways to exert 

influence within Cuba despite the loss of colonial rule which the majority of 

 
1Mr. Morris to Mr. A. Henderson, Havana, 8 June 1929, British Documents on Foreign Affairs, Part II, 
series D, vol. 6, document 37, p.76.  
2 This dissertation uses “community” in the sense given it in Webster’s Dictionary as a “a group of 
people with a common characteristic or interest living together within a larger society.”  Spanish and 
Cuban contemporaries often referred to the collective as the “colonia española” or the “gran colonia 
española de Cuba.” As defined in a Spanish language dictionary from 1932, “colonia” could mean 
settlement or enclave, but usually only when referring to populating “primitive” or uninhabited 
regions. The English word “community” represents a better translation for “colonia” in terms of  how 
contemporaries in Cuba used “colonia” and to convey the fluid boundaries between the Spanish 
collective and the larger Cuban society in terms of cultural exchange, family ties, and other social 
interactions.  The ways in which the Spanish collective represented an “imagined community” in 
Benedict Anderson’s conception are explored in depth in chapter two. Frederick C. Mish (ed.),  
Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: Merriam Webster, Inc., 10th edition, 
1993), p. 233;  Aniceto de Pagés, Gran diccionario de la lengua castellana, tomo segundo (Barcelona: 
Fomento Comercial del Libro, 1932), pp. 324-325.  Diario de la Marina , Havana: 15 Dec. 1900, p. 2; 
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established residents and Spanish community institutions – social clubs, mutual aid 

societies, and newspapers had ardently supported.  Most Spanish individuals and 

organizations managed to avoid reprisals from the putative Cuban victors because of 

U.S. protection, Cuban forgiveness, and adroit maneuvering by Spanish elites. The 

arrival of massive numbers of immigrants from Spain in the decades after the war 

also played a crucial role in renewing community institutions and preserving Spanish 

social and economic prominence within Cuba. Clashes over resources and ideologies 

created fissures within the Spanish community that often undercut its unity. However, 

shared threats, economic interests, and symbols enabled the community to stick 

together as a coherent entity most of the time.  

 

Spanish Demographic and Economic Importance 
 

In 1892, a Spanish traveler to Cuba described the island as “a Spanish 

province” where “the nation’s glorious pavilion covers us all.”3  However, this 

“pavilion” actually covered different segments of the population unequally. Spaniards 

born on the Iberian peninsula, known as peninsulares, enjoyed considerable 

economic, political, and social advantages in colonial Cuba. In fact, their primacy 

represented one of the chief grievances of both white Hispanic creoles and Afro-

 
2 June 1903, p. 2; 22 April 1904, p. 2; and 18 Nov. 1910, p. 5.  Benedict R. Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
3 Tesifonte Gallego y García, Cuba por fuera (Havana: La Propaganda Literaria, 1892). 
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Cubans prior to independence.4 To a surprising degree, Spanish residents managed 

to hang on to their privileged position despite Spain’s defeat in 1898.  

Nineteenth-century Spain had a burgeoning population which found a much-

needed outlet in Cuba after mid-century. Spain’s population doubled between 1768 

and 1900 from 9.3 million to 18.6 million. Some of this growing population had to 

look for opportunities overseas because of limited possibilities at home. Over 250,000 

Spaniards emigrated to Cuba between 1878 and 1898.5 Many came from the northern, 

Atlantic provinces like Galicia where the practice of partible inheritance meant that 

plots were too small to support the growing population. 6 Agricultural crises in the 

1880s and 1890s in many parts of Spain heightened the stimulus for emigration. 7  

Colonial officials made Cuba an attractive destination for peninsular 

immigrants with preferential treatment. Under Captain General Tacón, peninsulares 

came to monopolize the colony’s core institutions in the 1850s, especially colonial 

administration, the military, commerce, and credit. It was at this point that massive 

 
4 For an influential contemporary Cuban creole attack on the opportunities afforded unworthy 
peninsulares, see Ramón Meza,  Mi tío el empleado, (Havana: repr. 1887, Editorial letras cubanas, 
1984). See also, Joan Casanovas, Bread, or Bullets! Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 
1850-1898 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998) pp. 208, 211, 218, 222, 225; and Louis 
Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 153. 
5 Louis Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 134. Cesar Yáñez Gallardo provides figures 
on  total Spanish emigration to the Americas from 1882 to 1937. Cesar Yáñez Gallardo, La emigración 
española a América ss. xix y xx: dimensión y características cuantitativas (Colombres, Asturias: 
Archivo de Indianos, 1994), pp. 161-162. 
6 In 1859, three Spanish provinces provided the bulk of Spanish immigrants to Havana, the main 
destination of these immigrants. Galicia sent 15.7 percent of Spanish immigrants, Asturias 14.6 
percent, and the Canary Islands 33.23 percent. Casanovas, p. 40. The share contributed by Galicia and 
Asturias continued to rise in subsequent decades. See later in this chapter. 
7 Raymond Carr, Spain, 1808-1975 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, second edition, 1982), p. 390. 
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immigration from Spain became a central feature in Cuban life.8 In part, colonial 

officials wanted to ensure a sufficiently large influx of Spaniards to whiten the 

population and offset the growing numbers of slaves and free people of color while 

also bolstering Spanish influence in Cuba.9 In addition, preferences for peninsulares 

in government offices helped satisfy family and patron-client ties between successful 

Spanish residents and newcomers from Spain. 10  In 1846, Cuba had 47,000 Spaniards, 

370,280 white creoles, 323,759 slaves, and 149,226 free people of color. By 1877, 

there were 151,000 Spaniards, 767,044 white creoles, 196,909 slaves, and 278,333 

free people of color. The Spanish element remained at roughly ten percent of the total 

population between 1877 and 1899, a significant rise from only 5 percent in 1846.11   

Peninsulares monopolized the best jobs in the private and public sectors. They 

dominated fields like commerce, banking, and manufacturing and were preferred as 

day laborers by Spanish and U.S. employers.12 With some justice, the creole labor 

press complained in the early 1890s that the peninsular workers enjoyed “all the 

 
8 Joan Casanovas, p. 53. 
9 See Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Armando García González, Racismo y inmigración en Cuba en el 
siglo xix (Madrid: Doce Calles, 1996). 
10 José G. Cayuela Fernández provides a detailed description of the inner workings of Spanish colonial 
administration in nineteenth-century Cuba in his book Bahía de Ultramar: España y Cuba en el siglo 
xix – El control de las relaciones coloniales (Madrid: Siglo Veinteuno de España Editores, 1993).  
Although written as a novel, Ramón Meza’s book also gives a good sense of how nepotism and 
clientalism worked. Creole contemporaries considered Meza’s account an accurate reflection of 
colonial realities. José Martí, for example, wrote that the book showed how Spanish public employees 
in Cuba “enrich themselves…mocking, obstructing, and sucking this country dry.” In his view, the 
book’s merit stemmed from its tragic “realism.” Cited in Andrés B. Couselo Venet, foreword to Mi tío 
el empleado, pp. 12-13.  
11 Joan Casanovas, p. 51. 
12 Louis Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 135. 
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historical rights of conquest and colonization.”13 Labor organizations that arose in 

the late nineteenth century tried to create a unified front between creoles, Afro-

Cubans, and Spanish workers, but often found the latter unwilling to give up their 

privileges, especially during bad economic times in the early 1890s. The fact that 

many lower-class Spaniards were allowed to keep arms to form an irregular militia 

known as the voluntarios meant that Spanish workers in some respects enjoyed a 

better position in terms of negotiating with government officials and employers than 

workers back in Spain.14 

Peninsulares had particular primacy in politics. Almost all voters in late 

nineteenth century Cuba were Spaniards: eighty percent of peninsulares were 

qualified to vote in contrast to only twenty-four percent of Cubans.15 Male suffrage 

expansion in Spain in 1890 had produced a ratio of one voter per 3.65 inhabitants; 

Cuba’s electoral ratio in 1890 was one voter per seventy-eight inhabitants.16  This 

difference showed clearly that Cuba was a colony and not a “province” of Spain. In 

practice, only peninsulares, and conservative peninsulares at that, had much voice in 

how the island was governed.  

The political dominance of Spaniards in Cuba became even more pronounced 

when the Conservatives took power in Spain in mid-1890 and cracked down on all 

political activity in Cuba except for the Unión Constitucional, a party of peninsular 

 
13 Cited in Casanovas, p. 208. 
14 Casanovas, pp. 184, 222. 
15 Pérez, p. 152. 
16 Overseas Minister Víctor Balaguer had raised creole hopes in 1888 that this reform would be 
extended to Cuba as soon as it was enacted in Spain, but this did not happen. Casanovas, pp. 179, 207. 
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privilege opposed to reforming the colonial system. The result was even less space 

for creole participation. For example, Spaniards seized seventy-five percent of the 

island’s mayor positions in the early 1890s.17 Even in El Caney, a hot-bed of Cuban 

insurrectionary fervor, the Unión Constitucional used manipulation of the electoral 

rolls to take seven of nine town council spots from 1892 to 1895 despite the local 

unpopularity of its views.18 El País, the newspaper of creole reformers in the 

Autonomist party, complained in 1890: “Cubans are driven from local administration 

as if they resided in a foreign land.”19  

One of the most surprising outcomes of independence is how Spanish salience 

continued after the end of Spanish colonial rule.  Many Spanish residents did leave 

after 1898, fleeing the economic devastation of the war, fearing reprisals, or simply 

following the repatriation of military personnel and colonial officials.20 Even so, the 

1899 census carried out by the U.S. occupying authority found that of the island’s 

523,000 adult males, almost twenty percent were Spanish-born.21  

 
17 Pérez, p. 153. 
18 Archivo Provincial de Santiago (APS), Fondo Gobierno Provincial (GP) materia concejales, leg. 
359, exp. 7.  Located on the outskirts of Santiago, in 1898 El Caney became a major battle site in the 
Spanish-Cuban-American War. See chapter three. 
19 Cited in Pérez, p. 153. 
20 Some Spaniards who left after 1898 later returned. For example, the Spanish head of the voluntarios 
in San Antonio de los Baños during the Independence War left Cuba after 1898 because he feared 
reprisals. He returned in 1905 only to find that in fact that his earlier fears had been well founded. He 
had to be protected from angry Cubans by the Guardia Rural. Other Spaniards who left in 1898 or 
1899 only to return several years later usually found a more peaceful reception. Encargado de 
Negocios Andrés Lopez to Ministro de Estado, Havana, 20 Jan. 1905, Archivo del Ministerio de 
Asuntos Exteriores (MAE), H1430; Joaquim Roy, “Esbozo biográfico,” introduction to Josep 
Conangla, Memorias de mi juventud en Cuba: Un soldado del ejército español en la guerra separatista 
1895-1898 (Barcelona: Ediciones Península, 1998) pp. 13, 19, 34; and Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en 
Cuba: A traves de la Isla  (Havana: Imp. y Pap. La Universal, 1916),  p. 177. 
21 Pérez, p. 200. 
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Spaniards remained a significant demographic presence on the island 

between 1899 and 1931 through massive immigration. Spain’s need for places to send 

surplus population persisted and indeed increased during this period.22 Cuba provided 

one of the most important destinations for these migrants, second only to Argentina.23 

As Cuba’s population grew from 1.5 million in 1899 to 3.5 million in 1931, Spaniards 

continued to comprise close to ten percent of the island’s total population. 24  

Numerous replacements quickly replenished the Spanish community after 

1898.  From 1899 to 1901, some 50,000 Spanish immigrants arrived with many more 

still to come.  Between 1902 and 1931, over 800,000 Spaniards entered Cuba, 

representing 60.8 percent of all foreign immigration to Cuba.25 Many of the Spanish 

immigrants were seasonal migrants, but roughly forty percent became established 

residents.26 In addition, many Cuban-born children of these immigrants kept Spanish 

citizenship, something they were allowed to do under the 1901 Cuban constitution. 

 
22 Death rate declined sharply in Spain after 1900 allowing the population to grow from 18 million to 
34 million between 1900 and 1930.Carr, p. 413. 
23 Cuba was the principal recipient of Spanish immigration until 1904 and number two thereafter 
behind Argentina. In many respects, however, Spanish immigration had a more profound impact on 
Cuba than Argentina, because Spaniards represented such a high percentage of total immigration to 
Cuba while Argentina received immigrants from many other countries. Spaniards represented between 
70 and 80 percent of total immigration to Cuba until 1917 when the arrival of Jamaicans and Haitians 
began to lower the Spanish percentage but Spaniards still represented over 60 percent of the total. In 
contrast, Spaniards in Buenos Aires, the main destination for Spaniards in Argentina, never represented 
more than 38.5 percent of total foreign immigration.  Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La población 
española en Cuba, 1880-1953” in Consuelo Naranjo Orovio (ed.), Cuba la perla de las Antillas 
(Madrid: Doce Calles, 1994) p. 122; José Carlos Moya, Cousins and Strangers: Spanish Immigrants in 
Buenos Aires, 1850-1930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 149). 
24 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La población española en Cuba, 1880-1953,” p. 125. 
25 Jordi Maluquer de Motes, Nación y inmigración: los españoles en Cuba ss. XIX y XX (Barcelona: 
Ediciones Juccar, 1992), p. 112. Other foreign immigrants came from Haiti (15.4 percent), Jamaica 
(9.0 percent), and a scattering of other countries (14.8 percent), but Spaniards were clearly the 
dominant foreign presence. Jordi Maluquer de Motes, “La inmigración española en Cuba,” in Cuba la 
perla de las Antillas, p. 141. 
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By 1931, the island  had 443,197 Cuban-born foreign citizens, the vast majority of 

whom were Spaniards.27  In sum, post-war Cuba held on to, continued to attract, and 

produced large numbers of Spaniards.  

The Spanish population’s gender, age, and geographic distribution tended to 

heighten Spanish influence in Cuba. Spanish immigrants were predominantly male, of 

prime working age, and located in the island’s main urban centers, especially Havana. 

In 1899, 80.9 percent of the island’s foreign-born population were male. This ratio 

decreased gradually over time, but in 1931 the figure was still 73.8 percent male.28 In 

Cuba in 1919, 51.1 percent of foreign whites were between 20 and 39, the most 

economically productive ages, in contrast to only 25.1 percent of native whites. This 

Spanish labor presence was especially pronounced in the city of Havana where male 

natives of Spain represented 35.5 percent of the total male population over 21.29 

Cities,  Havana in particular, represented the island’s main concentrations of 

economic and political power.30 In 1931, more than half of the Spanish population 

lived in cities where they made up ten percent of the total urban population. In 

 
26 Pérez, p. 202. 
27 The complicated question of just who was Spanish in Cuba is addressed later in this chapter. José 
Luis Luzon, Economía, Población y Territorio en Cuba: 1899-1983 (Madrid: Ediciones Cultura 
Hispanica del Instituto de Cooperación Iberoamericana, 1987), pp. 91-92. 
28 José Luis Luzon, pp. 70-71. 
29 Angel C. Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919 (Havana: Maza, Arroyo y 
Caso, 1919), pp. 320,  336. 
30 For example, the city of Havana with only 8.2 percent of total population had about 29 percent of the 
country’s manufacturing and mechanical jobs. Ibid., p. 626. 
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contrast, in 1931 Spaniards in rural areas only represented 4.5 percent of the 

population. 31  

The dramatic post-1898 increase in U.S. investment and influence in Cuba 

still left significant economic space for Spaniards as property holders and investors. 

By 1905, U.S. business interests controlled some sixty percent of Cuban rural 

property while Spanish residents hung on to a respectable fifteen percent, even 

though they represented less than seven percent of the Cuba’s rural population, with 

particular concentrations in Western and Central Cuba.32 In urban areas, Spaniards 

did even better, maintaining extensive investments in urban property, manufacturing, 

and commerce, possibly totaling $155 million in 1934. Spanish investments in 

commerce in Cuba in 1932 reached over $51 million compared to only $1.6 million 

by Cubans and $4.9 million by non-Spanish foreigners. 33  

In the job market, Spaniards received more jobs and better positions compared 

to native Cubans. In 1919, for example, 74.5 percent of Spaniards had gainful 

employment. They represented 32.6 percent of Cuba’s economically active 

population, even though they made up only about ten percent of the island’s total 

population. In part, this reflected the age, gender, and residence factors mentioned 

previously. However, Spanish workers were also favored by a racist job market. U.S. 

employers in particular preferred Spanish laborers. For example, one U.S. factory 

 
31 With the exception of Canary Islanders, most Spaniards engaged in urban work rather than rural. 
Victor H. Olmsted, Cuba: Population, History, and Resources 1907 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, 1909), p. 212; Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919, p. 627; and 
Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La población española en Cuba”, p. 131. 
32 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La población española en Cuba”, p. 131. 
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superintendent told an American visitor in 1902 that “We employ only Spaniards.”34 

Journalist Irene Wright noted this tendency as well. In 1910, she observed, 

“Americans prefer a Spaniard to a Cuban in every bus iness relation.”35  

Altogether, Spanish workers, artisans, professionals, and merchants 

dominated a variety of key economic niches, often displacing Cubans, especially 

Cubans of African descent.  For example, a U.S. labor report in 1907 noted that 

Spanish workers had taken over the trade of coach driving, formerly an Afro-Cuban 

preserve.36 Spanish labor salience was evident in a range of activities. Spaniards made 

up sixty percent of the 11,000 workers on the central railway in 1902; Spanish sales 

personnel outnumbered Cubans 21,000 to 10,000 in the 1907 census; and the 1919 

census listed 32,726 foreign white merchants (predominantly Spaniards), 27,501 

native white merchants, and 7,256 native merchants of African descent. 37 Clearly, 

Spaniards occupied a place in the Cuban economy disproportionate to their 

demographic presence.38  In the post-war order, Spaniards hardly seemed like the 

losers at all when it came to jobs and investments.  

 

 
33 Ibid., p. 135. 
34 Cited in Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934 (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1986), pp. 78-79.  
35 Irene Wright, Cuba (New York: Macmillan Press, 1910), p. 135. 
36 John. W. Furlong, Capt., General Staff, Chief of Military Information Division, to Chief of Staff, 
Havana, 28 Dec. 1907, Record Group 199, Records of the Provisional Government of Cuba, Entry 5, 
Confidential Correspondence, Box 9, File 214. 
37 Maluquer de Motes, Nación y inmigración, p. 134; Pérez, Cube Between Reform and Revolution, 
pp. 201 and 203; Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919, p. 666. 
38 Spaniards represented up to 10 percent of Cuba’s population; Afro-Cubans constituted 
approximately 31 percent. Olmsted, pp. 214-215. 
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Preserving Spanish Power: Mutual Aid Societies, Media, and Money 

 
Many Spanish elites saw the need to exercise influence in ways that did not 

risk a nationalistic backlash by Cubans that might harm the privileged economic 

position retained by the Spanish community in post-war Cuba. Motivated partly by 

anxiety and partly by desires for personal power, Spanish community leaders 

developed a variety of more or less discrete mechanisms to influence the Cuban 

political arena after 1898. The clout of Spanish mutual aid societies, social clubs, 

newspapers, and commercial interests compensated for the loss of metropolitan rule.  

Spaniards lost their political monopoly with the end of empire. Indeed, their 

active political participation declined sharply, because most Spanish residents did not 

adopt Cuban citizenship and so lacked the right to vote.39 Yet, this did not mean the 

end of public Spanish involvement in politics. After the war, many Spanish residents 

promised to henceforth stay clear of the island’s politics. In a typical example, the 

newly organized Casino Español de Matanzas pledged in its 1899 statutes to “keep 

out of politics respecting the institutions constituted or to be constituted on the Isle.”40 

Spanish community organizations and leaders made similar promises repeatedly in 

the following decades. However, actual compliance proved spotty. During the first 

 
39 The first municipal elections held in Cuba after 1898 took place in June of 1900 under the auspices 
of the U.S. occupation government. Spaniards who formally renounced their citizenship by April were 
eligible to vote if they were literate or owned property worth $250 or had fought with the Liberation 
Army. However, most Spanis h residents then and subsequently preferred to retain Spanish citizenship, 
in many cases as a way to solicit diplomatic assistance in case of political upheaval. Only 6.4 percent 
of foreign-born Spaniards had adopted Cuban citizenship by 1919, a lower percentage than other 
foreign-born whites (12.5 percent). Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 38; Betancourt y 
Miranda, p. 336. 
40 Casino Español de Matanzas, Reglamento (Havana: El Comercio, 1899).  The Matanzas statutes 
served as a model for other Spanish organizations and received praise in the Diario de la Marina. 
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U.S. occupation, Nicolás Rivero, director of the Diario de la Marina, sent a petition 

signed by several hundred planters asking President McKinley to annex Cuba.41 A 

worried Spanish diplomat reported a particularly overt breach of neutrality in 1908 

during the second U.S. occupation. He wrote, “The Spanish community, incited by 

diverse political parties, is taking an active part in the electoral process, even waving 

the Spanish flag during political marches.”42  

Despite numerous individual exceptions, Spanish leaders tried to keep the 

Spanish community as a whole from being seen as an ally of any particular Cuban 

political faction. 43 Instead, Spanish elites tried to create a sufficiently unified 

community that any government, regardless of political affiliation, would have to take 

Spanish interests seriously. In 1899, the Marqués de Rabell, president of the island’s 

most elite Spanish society -- the Casino Español de la Habana, addressed an open 

letter to Spaniards in Cuba. 44  He urged Spanish residents to join together in 

 
41 Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 34. The Diario de la Marina later denied that the 
newspaper had ever supported annexationist ideas. Diario de la Marina, 16 Dec. 1910, p. 2. 
42Minis ter Gaytan de Ayala to Foreign Minister, telegram, Havana, 29 Sept. 1908, MAE,  H1430, 1908 
packet.  
43 For example, Nicolás Rivero successfully persuaded Spanish merchants to stop giving money to the 
Conservative candidate for vice-president in 1906, Rafael Montoro (a former Autonomist leader 
known for his pro-Spanish views), after receiving a complaint from the Liberals. Rafael María Angulo, 
“Influencia política y social de la prensa en Cuba,” in Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario 
(Havana: 1932), p. 84. 
44 Spanish noble titles and royal honors remained in use after independence and enjoyed considerable 
prestige. It was not until 1929, during a time of rising Cuban nationalism, that three representatives 
from Oriente introduced a bill in Congress to ban the mention of such titles. Pro-Spanish elements kept 
the measure from being discussed in the media, and the bill failed. Nova Cataluyna , Havana, July 
1929, pp. 10-11. 
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“collective effort” as a “refuge against the defenseless state in which they had been 

left by the extinction of Spanish sovereignty.”45  

Anxiety played some part in this 1899 plea for unity. In particular, the 

unhappy legacy of reconcentration seemed like it might produce post-war reprisals. 

During the Independence War, the Spanish military had tried to prevent rebels from 

receiving aid from the rural population by clearing the countryside of inhabitants. 

Under Captain General Weyler, the military ruthlessly forced tens of thousands of 

Cuban civilians into cramped fortified towns with inadequate sanitation and food. The 

policy adversely affected perhaps a quarter of the Cuban civilian population and 

resulted in approximately 98,000 deaths.46  Many major Spanish organizations and 

leaders on the island had supported this hard line policy and were publicly implicated 

in the effort to preserve Spanish colonial rule. Ultimately, several individuals 

identified with repression of Cuban civilians during the war were harassed, assaulted, 

or even murdered by vengeful Cubans between 1899 and 1905. Moreover, in 1899 

many Cuban newspapers like El Reconcentrado printed articles attacking the Spanish 

population in general. 47 

 
45 Marqués de Rabell, “A los españoles”, printed broadsheet 1899. Archivo Nacional de Cuba (ANC), 
Exp. 25700/1230 no. ant. 145, Casino Español 1888-1919. 
46 John Tone, “The Politics of ‘Deconcentration’ in Cuba”, presentation at the April 2000 Society for 
Spanish and Portuguese Historians conference held at New York University. For a brief modern 
history of reconcentration that reprints period photos of the victims, see Raul Izquierdo Canosa, La 
reconcentración, 1896-1897 (Havana: Ediciones Verde Olivo, 1997). Few works were published in 
Cuba on the subject during the period under study. One of them was a book by Francisco P. Machado, 
¡Piedad! Recuerdos de la Reconcentracion (Havana: Imp. y Papeleria de Rambla, Bouza y Ca., second 
edition, 1926). The author took pains to avoid an anti-Spanish tone, and even sent an autographed copy 
to the king of Spain. See copy held by the Biblioteca del Palacio Real.  
47 Marqués de Arguelles to Foreign Minister, Havana, 7 June 1899, MAE, H 2951 Antillas Españolas 
1898/1900; letter from mayor of El Cristo to Military Governor of Santiago, El Cristo, 26 Dec. 1899, 
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Overall, violent assaults proved surprisingly rare, especially after 1899.48  

Outbursts of anti-Spanish rhetoric and protests against Spanish jobs were more 

common and also targeted Spaniards who came to Cuba after 1898.49 Despite the 

rarity of direct attacks, many Spanish leaders retained a degree of touchiness about 

the past that verged on hysteria at times. This sensitivity was shaped by nervousness 

about reprisals in the immediate aftermath of the war, but later came to include a 

defense of Spanish national honor as well. In 1913, for example, a group of Spanish 

merchants in Havana created an international uproar when they claimed that Cuban 

nationalists had trampled on the Spanish flag during the May 20th celebrations of 

Cuban independence day. When a Spanish diplomat investigated the matter, he found 

that the truth was very different.  Thugs hired by a Spanish merchant had torn down 

bunting in the colors of the Spanish flag from a rival’s shop.50 This should have been 

a minor incident, but the tensions it generated show the degree of anxiety still present 

in the Spanish community fifteen years after the end of the war. 

 
APS, Fondo GP, materia ejercito español 1899, leg. 514, exp. 17; Capt. Slocum of the 7th cavalry, 
Supet. Rural Guard, memorandum to Col. Scott, Pinar del Río, 7 May 1902., U.S. National Archives, 
Record Group 140, Records of the Military Government of Cuba, Entry 3, Letters Received, Box 248, 
File 1376; Diario de la Marina, 15 Sept. 1899, p. 2; Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de Santiago de Cuba: 
Tomo X (Santiago: Tip. Arroyo, 1924), pp. 186-187, 204; Chargé d’Affairs Andrés Lopez to Foreign 
Minister, Havana, 20 Jan. 1905, MAE, H1430. 
48 U.S. military authorities protected Spanish residents and property and threatened to shut down 
overly aggressive anti-Spanish newspapers like El Reconcentrado. Many prominent Cuban veterans 
and political leaders also made extensive appeals for calm and reconciliation with the Spanish 
population. These aspects of the post-war environment are discussed in greater depth later in the 
chapter. 
49 See section on labor later in this chapter. 
50 Minister plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 9 July 1913,  MAE, H2352 
1913/1920. 
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To the extent that Spanish defensiveness was based on fear, it clearly proved 

manageable to a large degree. Otherwise more Spaniards would have left Cuba after 

the war and fewer would have come as immigrants. Still, nervousness about the 

potential for anti-Spanish actions did represent a potent spur for community unity and 

the accumulation of political clout. In particular, a sharp rise in associational life 

fulfilled the Marqués de Rabell’s 1899 plea for unity. Major Spanish organizations 

founded in the late colonial period sought to shed their earlier roles as pillars of the 

colonial regime and take on new responsibilities.  

The most prominent of these Spanish institutions were the Casino Español de 

la Habana (founded in 1888), Centro Asturiano (1886), Centro Gallego  (1879), and 

Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio (Clerks’ Association –1880). They were 

joined by a host of new Spanish mutual aid societies and clubs which spread across 

the island after 1898.  A 1921 study of Spanish life in Cuba noted that the 1898 defeat 

had worked a “miracle”; it caused highly individualistic Spanish residents to cluster 

together in an array of social clubs and mutua l aid societies.51 The old and new 

organizations quickly expanded in size and importance after 1898. This growth was 

fueled by the influx of new immigrants from Spain who needed medical services, job 

placement, and social activities. The two most important mutual aid societies, the 

Centro Gallego and Centro Asturiano, reached peak memberships of 70,000 each and 

had delegations spread across the island as well as in Florida and Spain. 

 
51 Francisco Cimadevilla, Labor de los Españoles en Cuba  (Madrid: Imp. de Juan Pueyo, 1921),  pp. 
15 and 37. 
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Spanish mutual aid societies and social clubs possessed a variety of 

enticements to gain favorable treatment from U.S. and Cuban political authorities.  

These included large banquet halls and theaters available for holding major political 

events like rallies and fundraisers; patronage opportunities in terms of jobs and supply 

contracts; free memberships permitting access to the island’s best medical facilities; 

handsome gifts; and outright bribes. As the island’s most important private 

associations, these Spanish societies had a great deal to offer. Their concentration in 

Havana, seat of national government, only heightened their political influence.  

Some specific examples attest to the influence of the Spanish organizations 

with U.S. authorities. In 1901, delegates from the major societies in Havana 

successfully lobbied General Leonard Wood, in charge of the U.S. occupation as of 

20 December 1899, to alter proposed reforms which they saw as hindering the flow of 

Spanish immigration. 52 During the second U.S. occupation (1906-1909), the Centro 

Gallego gave U.S. provisional governor Charles Magoon a free membership and 

invited him to lay the cornerstone for the society’s lavish social palace. As a memento 

of the occasion, the organization gave him a ceremonial shovel made of silver with a 

seal of gold. Magoon viewed some elements of the Spanish community with 

suspicion and vice versa, but events like the inauguration helped create a smoother 

working relationship between U.S. authorities and Spanish community leaders. 53 

 
52 See newspaper clippings file in MAE, H 2951. 
53 The influential Diario Español was one of Magoon’s fiercest critics. For his part, Magoon rightly 
suspected some Spanish organizations like the Casino Español de la Habana of harboring anti-Yankee 
sentiment. 
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Spanish organizations also reached out to Cuban political figures. The first 

Cuban president, Tomás Estrada Palma, received lavish banquets from Spanish 

societies as he made a triumphal tour of the island in 1902.54 The Spanish community 

center in Santiago even gave him a gold plaque with elaborate engraving showing his 

name and the banquet’s menu so that “this night will be remembered.”55 A Spanish 

diplomatic envoy sent to evaluate the Cuban situation in November 1902 praised 

Estrada Palma’s special understanding and sympathy for the Spanish community’s 

needs in a report to his superiors.56 This is not to suggest a direct quid pro quo, but 

events like the Santiago banquet and gift helped cement positive relationships 

between Spanish societies and prominent Cuban politicians. 

Outright Spanish payoffs to Cuban politicians did occur. For example, one 

individual tried to bribe a Cuban senator, Manuel Sanguily, in 1905 to let the Centro 

Gallego purchase the historic and centrally located Tacón Theater in Havana.57 

Senator Sanguily angrily denounced the attempted bribe, but the Centro Gallego got 

the valuable property it sought anyway, which suggests that other politicians proved 

more corruptible.58  

 
54 Estrada Palma’s solid revolutionary credentials, U.S. citizenship, and sincere desire to reach out to 
the Spanish community made him acceptable to a wide range of powerful interest groups. 
55 La Colonia Española , Santiago, 5 May 1902, p.2.  
56 J. de Arellano to Foreign Minister, Havana, 1 Nov. 1902,  MAE, H1907. 
57 Sanguily had impeccable revolutionary credential and as a politician and intellectual after 1898 
achieved fame as a true Cuban nationalist. His beliefs made him one of the most prominent Cuban 
politicians to express views hostile to the Spanish community. For example, he observed that U.S. 
intervention in 1898 had denied Cubans “their healthy minute of historical revenge” against the 
conservative Spanish element. Luis E. Aguilar, Cuba 1933: Prologue to Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1972), p. 16; William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans of To-day (New York: G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1919), pp. 313-315. 
58 Congreso de la República de Cuba , Diario de Sesiones, vol. VI, no. 40, 17 Feb. 1905, p. 9. 
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Spanish newspapers complemented the influence of Spanish societies. Some 

of the most important newspapers in Cuba directly represented the Spanish 

community. This link arose from newspaper stock purchases by leaders of Spanish 

mutual aid societies, plentiful advertising revenue from Spanish merchants, and a 

large Spanish readership.59 According to the 1919 census, 75.3 percent of the foreign 

white population was literate.60 This high level of literacy a produced a large enough 

readership to support numerous Spanish newspapers and magazines. Most Spanish 

clubs and mutual aid societies made a variety of these subscriptions available to their 

members. 

Of all the Spanish publications, the Diario de la Marina was the most 

influential. Founded in 1832, it served as both the dean of the Spanish community 

press and as Cuba’s most important newspaper in terms of circulation. 61 To meet its 

growing readership, the newspaper installed a high-powered printing press in 1912 

capable of turning out 75,000 62-page newspapers per hour.62 Its director, Nicolás 

Rivero, was a peninsular Spaniard who had fled to Cuba after fighting on the losing 

side in the Carlist wars of Spain in the 1870s.  He rose to prominence as a reporter for 

various publications before becoming director of the Diario de la Marina. During the 

Independence War, he firmly supported the colonial cause but flirted with the 

Autonomistas, moderate reformers who supported a kind of commonwealth status for 

 
59 For details about the ownership, management, and staffing of a major Spanish community paper see 
Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro (Havana: Imp. avisador comercial, 1911). 
60 Native whites had a literacy rate of 62.7 percent and the population of color 53.1 percent. Betancourt 
y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919, p. 371.  
61 For a history of the newspaper, see Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario. 
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Cuba. After 1898, Rivero used his position at the newspaper to emerge as the closest 

the Spanish community had to a preeminent leader until his death in 1919. Various 

rivals grumbled at his attempts to set himself up as the “little King” of the 

community, but no one came closer to that status than Rivero.63 Although Nicolás 

Rivero publicly asserted his newspaper’s political neutrality, he privately engaged in 

influence peddling. A prominent Cuban politician, Alejandro Rodríguez, noted in his 

personal diary that he owed Rivero “attentions” because of favors done him by the 

director.64  

Spanish leaders rewarded friends and punished enemies of the community by 

providing positive or negative media coverage. Cuban Liberation Army veterans-

turned-politicians who participated in Spanish community events received especially 

glowing praise in a conscious effort to reach out to powerful native elites. At the 

opposite pole, enemies of the Spanish community suffered either vitriolic attacks or 

suffocating silence.  For example, Cuban doctors who challenged the power of the 

Spanish mutual aid societies between 1927 and 1934 over fees complained that they 

found it almost impossible to get any favorable coverage in the Havana press. The 

 
62 Havana Post, 7 April 1912, p. 2. 
63 For details about Rivero’s life, see the biography by his son, the second Conde de Rivero, José I. 
Rivero, Con la espada y con la pluma (Havana: Cultural, 1931); for the “little king” criticism see El 
Moderado, Matanzas, 9 July 1909, p. 2. 
64 For example, Rivero refused to print an article written by Rodríguez’s rivals, José de Jesús 
Monteagudo and Domingo Méndez Capote, which sharply criticized Rodríguez and the police force he 
commanded. Alejandro Rodríguez, Diario Personal, Archivo del Museo de la Ciudad de la Habana 
(MCH), Fondo de Personalidades, leg. 124, exp. 7. See entries for 22 Aug., 19 Nov., and 29 Dec. 1902. 
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doctors were forced to found their own media organ, La Tribuna Médica, but it did 

not enjoy wide distribution. 65 

Strong Spanish commercial interests facilitated the quashing of stories, 

groups, and individuals perceived as opposed to the Spanish community. A 1935 

study by the Foreign Policy Association of New York noted that the Spanish 

commercial monopoly “permitted them to control newspaper advertising to a large 

degree.”66 A Spanish diplomat, for example, organized Spanish merchants in a 

boycott of a Cuban newspaper, La Discusión, in 1905 to punish it for a series of anti-

Spanish stories. The lost revenue quickly made the director of La Discusión, José 

María Coronado, cave in and make amends.67  

The media influence of Spanish merchants was not limited to Havana, nor 

directed solely at Cubans. In Santiago, for example, the U.S. consul, Merrill Griffith, 

noted the lack of local coverage regarding a splendid celebration held at El Caney in 

1916 to honor the anniversary of the U.S. victory there in 1898. Consul Griffith 

explained to his superiors that the local papers in Santiago feared “displeasing some 

of the members of the large Spanish colony here by recalling what might appear to 

them as unpleasant and sad reminiscences.”68 

 
65 The struggle took twenty years to resolve and included anti-Spanish rhetoric, doctors’ strikes, a  
Spanish protest march, and bomb -throwing. See chapter seven. 
66 Raymond Leslie Buell, Problemas de la nueva Cuba (New York: 1935), p. 43. 
67 Chargé d’Affairs Andres Lopez to Foreign Minister, Havana, 15 March 1905.  MAE, H1430, 1905 
packet. Admittedly, the change in behavior was not permanent. La Discusión clashed with Spanish 
community newspapers in later years. 
68 U.S. consul Merrill Griffith to Secretary of State, Santiago, 7 July 1916. Records of the Department 
of State Relating to the Internal Affairs of Cuba 1910-29 (USDS), microcopy 488, roll 56, 837.458/4. 
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Spanish merchants also had a direct impact on Cuban political life as a key 

source for campaign contributions. In 1912, a Spanish diplomat noted that “the 

current President [José Miguel Gómez] would probably not have his post if it were 

not for the Spanish Community’s money.”69 Gomez’s embittered campaign manager, 

Avelino Sanjenis, later provided support for this assertion in a scathing memoir 

written in 1915 about his former patron. The memoir, Tiburón (“shark” – a popular 

nickname for Gómez), devotes considerable space to how Sanjenis solicited 

prominent Spanish merchants for contributions on behalf of the Gómez campaign.70  

In similar fashion, in the 1924 presidential election, Gerardo Machado found 

his path to power eased by Spanish friends.  In particular, Machado bought the 

blessing of outgoing president Alfredo Zayas with promissory notes backed by a 

wealthy pillar of the Spanish community, Laureano Falla Gutiérrez. 71  This timely 

assistance benefited Falla Gutiérrez personally – in exchange he received Machado’s 

support for the entry of his son- in- law (Viriato Gutiérrez) into politics – and the 

Spanish community as a whole. When Spanish mutual aid societies fought with 

Cuban doctors in 1927, Falla Gutiérrez helped persuade Machado to intervene on the 

Spanish side. In sum, money, media access, and mutual aid societies gave the Spanish 

community powerful levers with which to influence the political process in Cuba. 

 
69 Minister  plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 20 Aug. 1912, MAE, H2351, 1904-
12. 
70 Avelino Sanjenis, Tiburón (Havana: Lib. Hispanoamericana, 1915), pp. 22, 32, 38, 42-48, 52, 67. 
71 Alfonso Hernández-Cata, Un cementerio en las Antillas  (Madrid: 1933), p. 29. The author, a Cuban 
diplomat based in Spain, was a bitter foe of Machado. 
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Spanish community leaders did not always get what they wanted. For 

example, Spanish campaigns to bar entry of Jamaican and Haitian immigrants after 

World War I failed.72  Various cultural projects also experienced setbacks. Among 

other reasons, Cuban politicians did not always stay bought. In 1912, a Spanish 

diplomat sourly noted the wide diffusion of the following phrase: “The Spaniards are 

like lemons from which you first squeeze the juice [i.e. campaign contributions] and 

then throw out.”73 In other words, politicians’ promises of support in return for 

campaign contributions from Spanish societies and leaders did not always translate 

into results.   

Divisions within and between Spanish organizations also undermined Spanish 

influence. In 1912, for example, representatives from the smaller Spanish societies 

met in Sagua la Grande to discuss ways to stop the “expansionism” of the big, 

Havana-based mutual aid societies which sought to create delegations in the 

provinces.74 Internal power struggles to seize control of the governing boards of 

various Spanish organizations were also common. Still, most of the time enough of 

the Spanish community came together to push effectively for actions in key areas like 

defusing anti-Spanish sentiment, promoting Hispano-Cuban solidarity, limiting U.S. 

cultural influence, and protecting Spanish jobs and immigration. 

 Spanish influence received a vital assist from the racial beliefs of U.S. 

officials and businessmen as well as many white Cuban elites. Between 1898 and 

 
72 See chapter seven. 
73Minister Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 20 Aug. 1912, MAE, H2351.  
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1902, U.S. military authorities went out of their way to protect Spanish lives and 

property rights and even kept on many colonial-era officials. In 1899 Liberation 

Army General Alejandro Rodríguez bitterly noted the U.S. appointment of one such 

official as the administrative head of Cienfuegos. Rodríguez complained, “Those that 

have done their duty towards their country get nothing; the intransigents get 

everything.”75 Naturally, Spanish diplomats approved of these actions, and praised 

General Leonard Wood for his pro-Spanish attitude that “gives every proof of how 

the North American authorities are more propitious to the Spanish collective than to 

certain Cuban elements.”76  

General Wood and his colleagues distrusted the Cuban insurgents as soon as 

they came into contact with them in 1898, and came to prefer dealing with Spaniards. 

This reaction sprang in large measure from their racist prejudice against the 

predominantly Afro-Cuban Liberation Army.  General Samuel B. M. Young noted 

after the war that the “insurgents are a lot of degenerates, absolutely devoid of honor 

or gratitude. They are no more capable of self-government than the savages of 

Africa.”77 Occupying officers like General Wood preferred to support those they saw 

as the “better elements,” a category that encompassed most Spaniards, including 

those of relatively humble condition. Even Spanish street sweepers in Havana 

benefited from the protection of U.S. officials who in 1899 rebuffed demands by 

 
74 Casino Español de Matanzas, Memoria 1912 (Matanzas: Imp. La Pluma de Oro, 1912), p. 8. 
75 Alejandro Rodríguez, Diario Personal, 1 July 1899 entry, MCH, Fondo de Personalidades, Leg. 204, 
exp. 4, no. 10, 6 April 1899-7 Sept 1899. This entry was written in a personal code based on 
deliberately jumbled English. 
76 Minister J. de Arellano to Foreign Minister, Havana, 1 Nov. 1902, MAE, H1907. 
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Cubans to replace them.78 In subsequent years, many U.S. businesses in Cuba 

reflected similar racist attitudes, seeking to hire Spaniards when possible. 

Many white Cuban elites contributed to the strength of the Spanish 

community by consistently promoting Spanish immigration. To some degree, the 

war’s devastation created a demographic void to fill in the immediate wake of 1898.79 

Of greater importance over the long term, the sugar industry upon which the national 

economy depended required massive amounts of cheap labor. However, preference 

for Spanish workers rather than say Chinese or Haitian owed more to racial ideology 

than material calculation. 80 After all, in practical terms Spanish immigrants tended to 

stay in the cities rather than work in the countryside.   

A number of influential Cubans felt the need to create a more “civilized” 

nation by whitening the population through Spanish immigration. Even La Discusión,  

a Cuban newspaper often at odds with the Spanish community, acknowledged in 

1900 that Spaniards represented the most “ideal” source for immigrants because of 

their “being of the same race and language and sharing similar customs.”81 Many 

Cuban politicians agreed. One Cuban congressman, Rafael M. Portuondo, declared, 

“Absolutely all Cubans agree on the need to approve of Spanish immigration as a 

 
77 Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 180. 
78 Diario de la Marina, Havana, 15 Sept. 1899, p. 2.  
79 For example, the province of Matanzas had lost about 30 percent of its population to disease and 
malnutrition. In addition, Cuba had the lowest proportion of children under five in 1899 of any country 
in the world for which figure are available. See Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 190. 
80 See chapter seven. 
81 Paragraph from La Discusión, 9 Nov. 1900.  Reprinted in La Unión Española, 20 Nov. 1900.   
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means of saving our race and of saving our existence in America.”82 An anti-

American broadsheet written by an anonymous Cuban during the second U.S. 

occupation also noted that Spanish immigrants strengthened the island’s Latin roots 

and prevented absorption by the aggressive Anglo-Saxons.83  

The race-based preference for Spaniards expressed by many Cuban leaders 

had such a deep emotional appeal that at times it seemed impervious to logic. During 

the Great Depression, Cuba’s foreign minister visited Spain and suggested that Cuba 

needed 60,000 more Spaniards. Aghast, Spain’s ambassador in Havana wrote his 

superiors to protest such a “puerile and erroneous affirmation” given “the sad reality” 

of out-of-work, starving Spaniards already in Cuba.84  

The persistence in Cuban political life of native elites with strong links to the 

colonial past also facilitated the Spanish community’s survival and prosperity. This 

connection proved especially important during the first U.S. occupation and the 

subsequent administration of President Estrada Palma. It was during this period from 

1898 to 1906 that the potential for Cubans reprisals for Spanish wartime acts was 

probably highest. Naturally, Cuban officials who had occupied positions of influence 

within the colonial system possessed considerable incentive to encourage efforts to 

focus on the future rather than the past.  

 
82 Cited in Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: The Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995), p. 91. 
83 Report by Lt. A. J. Dougherty, Santiago, 3 July 1907, Record Group 199, Records of the Provisional 
Government of Cuba, Entry 5, Confidential Correspondence, Bo x 2, file 16, letter 7. 
84Ambassador Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 19 Oct. 1927, MAE, H2353, dispatch # 172. 
The Depression hit Cuba earlier and harder than the United States. 
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With the encouragement of his U.S. backers, President Estrada Palma sought 

to create a “governing class” drawn from the island’s higher social strata. As a result, 

his first cabinet included nine (out of sixteen) ministers who had been Autonomistas, 

i.e. well- to-do moderates who had sought to reform the colonial relationship rather 

than end it.85 Former Autonomistas tended to express warmer views towards the 

Spanish community than ardent Cuban nationalists like Manuel Sanguilly. The ex-

Autonomista Rafael Montoro was especially beloved by the Spanish community for 

his oratory skills, pro-Spanish views, and ability to appeal to high- level Liberation 

Army veterans.86 As a testament to their “many powerful motives for owing him 

affection and gratitude,” the Spanish community organized a lavish homage to 

Montoro in 1913.87  

The continued presence of Spaniards and colonial-era officials, whether creole 

or Spaniards, in a wide range of government positions after 1902 helped protect 

Spanish salience in Cuba. For example, the creole lawyer José del Cueto had been a 

colonial-era delegate to the Spanish parliament and was president of the short-lived 

Autonomous Cuban parliament in 1898. He became president of the Cuban Supreme 

Court in 1917.88 In addition, a former Spanish army captain became police chief of 

Santiago in 1904, and a sizeable contingent of Spanish artillery specialists at El 

 
85 Jorge Ibarra, Cuba: 1898-1921. Partidos políticos y clases sociales (Havana: Editorial de Ciencias 
Sociales, 1992), pp. 229 and 236.  
86 Ibarra, p. 299. 
87Raimundo García, El Libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana 1886-1927  (Havana: P. Fernandez y 
Ca., 1928), p. 132. 
88 William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans To-day, pp. 299-300. 
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Morro castle in Santiago were absorbed directly into the Cuban armed forces after 

1902.89 In 1907, 1,135 of the island’s 8,238 soldiers and policemen were Spaniards.90 

 In sum, the end of metropolitan control over Cuba altered but did not 

dramatically diminish peninsular salience. Spanish community resources provided 

potent tools for influencing both North American and Cuban elites whose own biases 

also inclined them to support Spanish interests in key areas like immigration. In post-

war Cuba, preserving and expressing Spanish identity continued to be a worthwhile 

option for a significant percentage of the population. 

 

Religion and Education – Spanish Influence by Other Means  

 The Catholic Church, its schools, and the secular schools of the Spanish 

mutual aid societies had the potential to further Spanish influence by disseminating 

patriotic ideals and histories favored by Spanish community leaders. Many Cuban 

nationalists feared that this was the case, especially with the religious schools, but 

their claims seem to have been exaggerated. Although significant, these institutions 

were less central to Spanish community power than money, media influence, and 

mutual aid societies. 

After 1898, the Church emerged severely compromised by its enthusiastic 

support for the Spanish side in the Cuban Independence War. In an effort to regain 

lost popularity, Catholic religious schools like the Colegio de Dolores in Santiago and 

 
89 Libros de Ciudadania, Tomo 1, 1902-06, APS; Revista Municipal de Santiago de Cuba, Santiago, 9 
Jan. 1904, num. 94. 
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the Colegio de Belén in Havana celebrated Cuban patriotic holidays and adopted 

other measures appropriate for the new political reality. For their part, the Spanish 

mutual aid society schools tended to emphasize strictly vocational subjects with 

relatively few patriotic frills. In modest but important ways, however, both kinds of 

schools did disseminate positive images of “mother Spain” to their students and to the 

public at large. 

 During the Cuban Independence War, the Catholic Church supported the 

cause of metropolitan Spain with few exceptions. In 1896, for example, a bishop in 

Havana announced from the pulpit that God had used the death of the great Cuban 

general Antonio Maceo on December 7 to signal the holiday of the immaculate 

conception of María celebrated on December 8. Since bishops were appointed by the 

metropolis, this kind of jingoism was not surprising and extended throughout the 

hierarchy. Some priests like Celestino Rivero (brother of Nicolás Rivero) did more 

than express moral support for the Spanish cause; they took up arms to fight the 

rebels.91  

After Spain’s defeat, the Church took a variety of steps to appear less Spanish. 

Many Spanish priests identified with the old order left after 1898. On August 10, 

1898, the archbishop of Santiago wrote his superiors in Rome asking to be relieved 

“given the hatred that exists here against Spain and everything which reminds people 

 
90 Victor Olmsted, Cuba: Population, History and Resources 1907, p. 256. 
91 Manuel P. Maza Miquel, S.J., Entre la ideología y la compasión: Guerra y paz en Cuba 1895-1903. 
testimonios de los archivos vaticanos  (Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic: 1997), pp. 207, 225, and 
227; and Francisco G. del Valle Francisco, “El clero en la revolución cubana”, in Cuba 
Contemporanea, tomo xviii, Sept.-Dec. 1918, pp. 190-205. 
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of Spain.”  Consequently, the Spanish archbishop nominated a priest of known pro-

independence sympathies to be his replacement. This priest, Francisco de Paula 

Barnada, became the first Cuban-born archbishop in 1899.92  As late as 1932, the 

archbishop of Havana remained defensive about the subject of the Church’s wartime 

roles despite his lack of personal involvement and the passage of over three 

decades.93 

 Despite efforts to make the Church appear more Cuban, Spaniards remained a 

dominant percentage of Church personnel. Spanish clerics outnumbered Cuban 

clerics by a two-to-one ratio in 1907, and this ratio actually increased to four-to-one 

by 1919.94  In terms of total Church personnel, one estimate in 1915 claimed that the 

Church hierarchy and staff comprised 11,000 individuals, of whom perhaps ninety 

percent were foreigners, with Spaniards predominating. 95 

Other adjustments included emphasizing the positive contributions to Cuban 

life made by religious schools like the Colegio de Belén. In 1904, this elite Jesuit 

school  published a 450-page commemorative album in honor of its 50th anniversary. 

The book’s contents sought to show that the school constituted “a truly national 

monument to glory.”96  The Colegio de Belén album makes hardly any reference to 

the Ten Years’ War or the Independence War. Instead, the book stresses the school’s 

 
92 Maza Miquel, p. 320. 
93 Monseñor Ruiz, “La iglesia católica” in Diario de la Marina,  Número centenario, p. 201. 
94 Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 201. 
95 Carlos Velasco, “El problema religioso” in Cuba Contemporánea, July 1915, no. 3, Tomo VIII, p. 
213. Velasco’s estimates may have been exaggerated to emphasize the danger posed by the Church to 
Cuban society. Still, his figures give at least a sense of the size and make-up of the Church in 1915. 
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apolitical nature, the number of school staff born in Cuba, and the Cuban origins of 

most students. Moreover, close to half of the album (183 pages) is dedicated to the 

scientific achievements of the school’s weather observatory and the praise it had 

received from successive governments (Spanish, U.S., and Cuban) and international 

scientific bodies. The message of this section was clearly that Jesuit institutions 

contributed greatly to Cuban society, in this case by predicting hurricanes, and that 

they were modern and progressive. The director of a similar weather station at a 

Jesuit school in Cienfuegos made this latter point explicitly in a speech at the 

installation’s inauguration in 1909. Father Sarasola noted that the Cienfuegos 

observatory disproved “the typical slander cast against the Church that it is refractory 

to scientific progress.”97 

 The Catholic Church’s adjustments were sufficient to enable it to remain a 

significant presence in post-war Cuba, especially in the field of education. Colonial-

era schools like the Colegio de Belén continued to flourish and many new schools 

opened as well. Between 1903 and 1959, the Church opened 126 religious schools in 

Cuba with the Jesuits, Salesians, and Escolapians as the most important teaching 

orders.98 These schools tended to target the male and female children of elites, 

Spanish and Cuban, but there were also efforts to educate working-class and even 

poor students as well. For example, the Congregación Mariana de la Anunciata in 

 
96 Colegio de Belén, Album conmemorativo del quincuagesimo aniversario (Havana: Imp. Avisador 
Comercial, 1904), pp. 310-312. 
97 Colegio Nuestra Señora de Montserrat, Anales del Observatorio, no. 1, Cienfuegoes, 1912 (Havana: 
Imp. Avisador Comercial, 1912), p. 2. 
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Havana ran catechism classes for 378 poor children in 1917 and had night classes for 

ninety adult workers.99  

 Many Cubans worried about the subversive potential of such a large, foreign-

dominated Church when it came to forming good Cuban patriots. One Cuban director 

of a secular school in Havana complained about his Jesuit competition to Emilio 

Bacardí, a politician and rum magnate in Santiago known for his anti-clericalism. 

Written in 1918, the director’s letter warned, “These people in habits exercise an 

enormous pressure and decisive influence in education…They try to erase the pages 

of our glorious history and teach instead about [Bartolomé de] las Casas and other so-

called ‘saints.’ They teach love for Spain and hint that we were ingrates with the 

motherland that ‘conquered us’ and ‘civilized us’ and that we are now worse off 

under the ‘pressure’ from the United States.”100  

Other religions were also an important source for anti-Church critiques. For 

example, Baptists in Baracoa started a “Liga Patriótica” (Patriotic League) in 1909 

which had as its goal the “emancipation of the Cuban Republic from Roman 

clericalism as the most tenacious adversaries of Cuba’s civic laws.”101  Anti-Catholic 

Masonic societies were also common. 

 
98 Salvador Larrúa Gu edes (M.C., D.C.), Grandes figuras y sucesos de la Iglesia cubana (Santo 
Domingo, D.R.: Centro de Estudios Sociales P. Juan Montalvo, 1996), p. 186. 
99 La Anunciata, Catálogo de la Congregación Mariana (Havana: Imp. de Lloredo y Ca., 1917),  
pp. 47-48. 
100 F.S. Paez, director of Colegio Hiram Elemental y Superior para ambos sexos, Havana, 29 Dec. 
1918, to Emilio Bacardi. Archivo del Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 16, exp. 
59. 
101 APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2623, exp. 1. 
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Some Cuban patriots accepted the Catholic Church but wanted to “Cubanize” 

it. The Cuban newspaper Patria launched a campaign in September of 1899 to make 

the Church “Cuban” in attitude and, above all, personnel. The newspaper pressed this 

issue through 1900.102 This polemic resurfaced after World War I in response to 

growing Cuban nationalism and the Church’s increasing number of Spanish clergy. In 

an article published in Cuba Contemporánea in 1918, Francisco G. del Valle wrote, 

“The clergy and religious orders and congregations in Cuba are almost totally Spanish 

and have goals completely contrary to our nationality. Therefore, the first thing we 

must do is Cubanize our clergy.”103 Elevating Cubans as priests and bishops would 

make the Church more supportive of Cuban patriotism. 

 Despite the fears of Cuban critics, many Catholic schools did support Cuban 

patriotic education. The most aristocratic school in Santiago was the Jesuit Colegio de 

Dolores. In its chapel, this school had the Virgin of Charity of El Cobre, official 

patroness of Cuba after 1916, and the Cuban flag as symbols of its two great loves: 

“Religion” and “Patria.” The school also commemorated all of the annual Cuban 

patriotic holidays (February 28, October 10, November 27, and December 7). This 

activity was encouraged by Spanish teaching fathers on the staff. One, Father 

Abarquero, addressed the school’s 178 students on the value of patriotism and waxed 

 
102 Diario de la Marina, 13 Sept. 1899, afternoon edition, p. 1 and 21 Feb. 1900, p. 2. 
103 Francisco G. del Valle, “El clero en la revolución cubana,” in Cuba Contemporanea, tomo XVIII, 
Sept-Dec. 1918, p. 140. 
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eloquently about the “sacred love of a patria that was not his and he sang a hymn to 

the heroes and heroines of our wars of emancipation.”104  

 Although their fears were exaggerated, Cuban nationalists did not err in 

thinking that Catholic schools promoted teachings favorable to Spain. An elite 

Catholic girls school in Havana, the Colegio ‘La Inmaculada,’ celebrated its 50th 

anniversary in 1924 with a literary-musical event that had elements inspired by 

peninsular Spain’s national Catholic tradition. Entitled “Hispano-American muses,” 

the event featured students dressed in the costumes of Spain’s former colonies 

gathered around a seated figure dominating the center of the stage: mother Spain. In 

all, the performance gave precedence to mother Spain, glorified the conquest and 

evangelization of the Americas, and proudly made a connection to the Spanish crown 

by playing the Marcha Real for Spain’s diplomatic representative, Alfredo de 

Mariategui, who attended the event.  Uniting Church and crown in traditional fashion, 

the program noted his presence as the “minister of his Catholic Majesty King Alfonso 

AXIII.”105  

 Catholic religious schools often celebrated Cuban patriotic holidays and 

promoted a favorable view of Spain as well. The precise balance varied from school 

to school.  The Colegio de Dolores in Santiago leaned more towards Cuban patriotism 

than some schools in Havana, perhaps reflecting local sentiment in the birthplace of 

 
104 José A. Portuondo, Memoria del Colegio de Dolores 1928-29 (Santiago: 1929), pp. 4, 6, 12, 16, and 
17. Similar patriotic events and sentiments were evident in the yearbooks from 1920-30. Earlier 
yearbooks were not available. 
105 Cuba’s national anthem was played as well. Colegio La Inmaculada, Las Musas Hispanoamericanas 
(Havana: 1924). 
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Cuban independence. However, even the Colegio de Dolores celebrated October 12 

(Columbus Day) as an important school holiday, replete with references to the 

evangelization of the Americas and the positive role played by Spain in that endeavor. 

The Colegio la Salle in Havana went further and organized a lecture series by the 

ardent Spanish nationalist writer Eva Canel that praised the Catholic Queen Isabel. 

 Catholic schools were not the only educational resource available to the 

Spanish community. Spanish mutual aid societies also possessed large schools of 

their own. In 1927, the three largest societies in Havana had almost 9000 students in 

all.106  Between 1900 and 1930, these pupils tended increasingly to have Cuban 

origins. In 1905, the Centro Gallego’s school had 567 boys born in Spain (mostly but 

not entirely Galicia) and 489 born in Havana. In 1927, a similar institution, the Centro 

Asturiano, had 25 Spanish and 214 Cuban boys registered. Of course, ‘Spanish’ and 

‘Cuban’ were very flexible categories at the time, and many of the ‘Cuban’ students 

may have been socially or even legally considered ‘Spanish’ (see next section).107  

As with the Catholic schools, some Cuban nationalists feared the influence of 

the mutual aid society schools.  One prominent Cuban intellectual, Alberto Lamar 

Schweyer, wrote in 1929 that the mutual aid societies maintained schools for the sons 

and daughters of their members in which “the professorate is Spanish and the 

teaching is Spanish. Each center radiates Spanishness and in the most vulnerable age 

group.” Lamar Schweyer feared that this indoctrination would undercut cubanidad 

 
106 Maluquer de Motes, Nación e inmigración, p. 149. 
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(Cuban identity) among Cuban-born children of immigrants who were receiving the 

“artificial sentimental construction of the paternal patria” rather than the proper 

influence of their native land.108 

 Lamar Schweyer’s concern was exaggerated. Primarily oriented to working-

class and lower middle class Spaniards and their children, the mutual aid society 

schools tended to emphasize the acquisition of job skills like typing and accounting 

for boys and home economics for girls. The Centro Asturiano insisted that its 

curriculum formed good Cuban citizens who “were conscious of their obligations and 

duties.”109 To this end, in its annual education awards ceremony, the Centro 

Asturiano took care to invite prominent Cuban politicians like Fernando Freyre de 

Andrade (mayor of Havana in 1915) and Ricardo Dolz (president of the Cuban senate 

in 1917) to address the student body. 

 Much like the Catholic schools, the mutual aid society schools managed to 

balance patriotic Cuban values with positive impressions of Spain. The latter 

emphasis was usually disseminated through holidays and special events rather than 

the regular curriculum. The Centro Asturiano had two major school holidays each 

year dedicated to patriotic Spanish anniversaries: the May 2 uprising in Madrid 

 
107 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1905 (Havana: Rambla y Bouza, 1906), p. 15; Raimundo García, El 
Libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana 1886-1927.  
108 Alberto Lamar Schweyer, La crisis del patriotismo. Una teoria de las inmigraciones (Havana: 
1929),  
p. 95 
109 García, El Libro del Centro Asturiano, p. 129. 
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against the French in 1808 and October 12.110  Special patriotic events also paid 

tribute to Spain. In 1908, the students of the Centro Gallego and Centro Asturiano 

were taken to greet the first Spanish warship (the Nautilus) to visit Havana since 

1898. Both student delegations handed the crew ceremonial gifts including, in the 

case of the Centro Gallego, a Spanish flag. 

 The Spanish mutual aid societies also developed educational resources outside 

the classroom for adult members. Most Spanish organizations prided themselves on 

their libraries which typically included numerous works of history and literature on 

Spanish patriotic themes. In 1911, the Centro Asturiano library had 56,160 readers for 

its 2877 books and extensive current periodicals section (mostly from Spain).111 In 

1932, the Asociación de Dependientes boasted about the 20,000 volumes in its 

library. 112 This compared favorably with the country’s largest public libraries.113 The 

architecture of  many Spanish organizations also provided a kind of history lesson 

favorable to Spain. In this regard, the Centro Asturiano inaugurated a magnificent 

“social palace” in 1928 that included a ceiling painting in its Grand Hall devoted to 

the first battle of the Reconquest, a huge stained-glass ceiling showing Columbus’s 

 
110 The Centro Asturiano emphasized May 2 more than other Spanish organizations because the society 
had been deliberately founded on that date. 
111 García, El Libro del Centro Asturiano, p. 120. 
112 Full-page ad for Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio in Diario de la Marina,  Número 
centenario. 
113 Betancourt y Miranda, p. 247. 
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three ships, a library inspired by the Escorial, and an ornate bronze lamp modeled 

after one in the Cathedral of Toledo.114 

Some Cuban patriots worried that the Catholic Church and Spanish mutual aid 

societies were attempting a pedagogical reconquest of Cuba after 1898. The schools 

and other educational resources of these institutions did in fact play an important role 

in Cuba, but they were usually careful to support Cuban patriotic histories and 

symbols to a degree their critics did not always acknowledge. This strategy did not 

preclude also presenting favorable impressions of Spain, Spanish history, and Spanish 

influence in Cuba, but efforts along these lines were usually circumspect and low-

key. 

   

Trying to Define ‘Spanish’: “De Hecho” and “De Derecho” 

 The ways in which individuals define themselves and are defined by others 

are invariably complex, multiple, and mutable. One individual can carry a host of 

labels such as “sales clerk,” “Spanish citizen,” “bachelor,” “resident of Havana,” 

“member of the Centro Asturiano,” “born in Coaña (a small town in Asturias),” 

“anarchist,” “young man,” “white European,” “anti-clerical,” etc. Particular contexts 

and individual choices bring different aspects to the fore. A laborer from Spain might 

decide to emphasize his class identity on May day, but join Spanish community 

 
114 Centro Asturiano, Nuevo Palacio Social (Havana: 1928). Ignacio González-Varas Ibáñez provides a 
broader examination of ideology and public space regarding  Spanish society architecture in Havana. 
See Ignacio González-Varas Ibáñez, “La presencia de las Sociedades Españolas en la Habana: 
Arquitectura, sociedad e ideología,” in Pedro Gómez Gómez (ed.), De Asturias a America: Cuba 1850-
1930 (Gijón, Asturias: Principado de Asturias, 1996), pp. 207-215. 
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festivities honoring the Spanish royal wedding of 1906.115 Moreover, an American 

foreman might see this worker as a white European and good employee while a 

Cuban policeman might look at the same individual and detect a potentially 

dangerous anarchist. Within this welter of possibilities, this section focuses on 

identity aspects linked to Spanish national heritage and Spanish citizenship in the 

Cuban republic. What Spanishness meant and who got to decide were highly complex 

and emotionally charged issues. 

The advantages associated with being Spanish in Cuba were vital to the 

continued salience of this national identity, because to a certain degree Spanishness 

was optional for many Spanish residents and recent immigrants.  In terms of formal 

citizenship, Spanish residents received the choice at independence of giving up 

Spanish citizenship for Cuban, and naturalization rules remained fairly easy to meet. 

Of course, some Spaniards who used this legal option continued to view themselves 

and be seen by others as Spanish. 116 Conversely, some Spanish residents chose to 

become as Cuban as possible. Looking back on his experience in Cuba, one 

immigrant from Galicia noted, “I identified more easily with the native Cubans than 

my fellow countrymen.”117 A former officer in the Spanish army went even further, 

 
115 May day became an important moment for expressing working-class identity in Cuba beginning in 
the late colonial period and continuing into the republic. Alfonso XIII’s wedding in 1906 generated 
cross-class celebrations in Spanish communities across the island. Joan Casanovas, Bread or Bullets!, 
p. 205; El Dependiente-Periódico Sindicalista , Havana, 1 May 1913, p. 1; Diario de la Marina, 31 
May 1906, p. 11. 
116 Some Spanish citizens did not see these former Spanish citizens as truly Spanish. This became a 
very controversial issue in leadership disputes within Spanish societies. See below. 
117 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, Cuba vista por el emigrante español a la isla, 1900-54: Un esayo de 
historia oral (Madrid: CSIC, 1987), p. 47. 
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angrily telling the Spanish consul in Santiago, “I consider myself completely cut off 

from Spain and I have adopted Cuban citizenship as the native of this land that I 

am.”118   

On the whole, contemporary observers in Cuba, Spain, and the United States 

tended to find a greater adherence to Spanish national heritage in Cuba than existed 

back in Spain. 119 Spanish national symbols (the monarchy, the flag), Spanish causes 

(the Moroccan wars between 1909 and 1921), and Spanish religious feast days (Saint 

James and the Virgin of Covadonga) elicited wide enthusiasm within the Spanish 

community. The appeal of these national icons and events in peninsular Spain was 

generally much weaker.120 For example, some immigrants arrived in Cuba not even 

knowing what the Spanish flag looked like, but quickly developed a fondness for it 

because of the competing presence of U.S. and Cuban flags.121  

 The rules that sought to determine just who was Spanish in Cuba left room for 

considerable options and confusion as they evolved between 1898 and 1933. The  

Treaty of Paris in 1898 represented the first attempt at codification. It permitted 

Spanish residents to keep their nationality if they so chose.  The U.S. military 

occupation set up a bureaucracy to let eligible residents who wanted to officially 

 
118 Minister plenipotentiary to Foreign Minister, Havana, 30 Sept. 1908, MAE, H1430, 1908 packet. 
119 For example, one politician and intellectual in Spain, Marcelino Domingo, observed in 1928 that 
“most of the press in Havana shows an extreme españolismo  (Spanishness) of a kind unknown in 
Spain.” Domingo had visited Cuba in 1921. His words were cited in a media organ for nationalistic 
Cuban doctors, the Tribuna Médica, Havana, 14 Jan. 1928, p. 1. The comment was intended as a 
criticism. In 1923, the Christian Science Monitor reported that the community’s intense expressions of 
Spanishness served to heighten “the opportunity of bad feeling between Cuba and the United States.” 
Christian Science Monitor, 28 Aug. 1923. 
120 See Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen: símbolos, mitos y nación (Madrid: Taurus, 1999). 
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register as Spanish citizens.  Intended to create a clear-cut distinction between 

Spaniards and Cubans, the process instead resulted in ambiguity. By the deadline for 

registration (April 1900), most residents had yet to participate. In Santa Clara 

province, for example, the official responsible for registration calculated that only 

6,581 Spaniards out of a possible 32,744 had registered.122 Among those who did 

register, many asked that their Cuban-born children be noted separately as Cuban 

citizens.  Uncertainty marred the process. One individual in Baracoa appealed in 1904 

to annul his registration as a Spaniard, claiming that he had signed in 1900 thinking it 

was merely some kind of census.123  Even the officials who oversaw registration 

found themselves baffled by such questions as ‘Did Balearic and Canary Islanders 

count as peninsular Spaniards?’; and ‘Should the Cuban-born widow of a Spanish 

army captain be allowed to register as a Spaniard?’124   

The drafting of Cuba’s first constitution in 1901 made the question of just 

who was Spanish even more complex. The document allowed foreign nationals to 

transmit their nationality to their children even though born on Cuban soil unless the 

child formally opted otherwise upon reaching legal majority at 21. This resulted over 

 
121 See chapter four. 
122 Enrique Pinas, secretary of the Civil Governor, to Adjutant General, Division of Cuba, Santa Clara, 
29 March 1900. U.S. National Archives, Record Group 140, Records of the Military Government of 
Cuba, Entry 3, Letters Received, Box 67, File 813.  
123 Baldemoro Martínez y Caballero to Civil Governor Santiago, Baracoa, 1 Jan. 1904. APS, Fondo 
GP, materia inmigración, leg. 785, exp. 22, folio 10.  
124 Report of the Department of State, Civil Report, vol. 2-3 1899; and letter regarding Sra. Luz 
Delgado y Villasana from Alcalde de Mayarí to Gobernador Civil, Mayarí, 27 Jan. 1900. APS, Fondo 
GP, materia inmigración, leg. 785, exp. 1. Under the legal standards of the day, citizenship usually 
followed the paternal line but in the case of women could take on that of the husband. The bureaucrats 
in this case had to decide which male figure, husband or father, was more important for determining 
citizenship. 
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time in a Spanish community where Cuban-born Spanish nationals outnumbered 

peninsular-born. By 1931, the community encompassed 237,438 immigrants from 

Spain with Spanish citizenship; 388,011 Cuban-born Spanish citizens; and 20,158 

immigrants from Spain who had adopted Cuban citizenship.125   

Spain’s diplomatic representatives persistently argued that individuals who 

adopted Cuban citizenship were no longer truly Spanish, especially for the purposes 

of leadership within the Spanish community. The Spanish minister in Havana in 1911 

complained bitterly that “the Casino Español which pretends to be the representative 

of the other Centers at official events is presided over by a Cuban who was born in 

Galicia.”126 The Spanish diplomats’ narrow view of Spanish identity also extended to 

the great many Spaniards who failed to follow cumbersome official Spanish 

procedures to make their Spanish citizenship clear.127  

Spain’s diplomatic representatives labored in vain when it came to setting the 

rules about Spanish identity.  The true arbiters of Spanishness in Cuba were the 

mutual aid societies and social clubs that existed in practically every significant 

population center. These had to confront the issue of just who was Spanish enough to 

join them as members and, even more problematic, who was sufficiently Spanish to 

lead them.  

 
125 Maluquer de Motes, Nación y Inmigración, p. 128.  
126 Minister plenipotentiary Leños, “Informe sobre situación sociedades llamadas regionales 
españolas,” sent to Foreign Minister, Havana, 31 Oct. 1911, MAE, H2351 1904-12, 1911 packet. 
127 Minister Leños to Foreign Minister, Havana, 31 March 1913,  MAE, H2351, 1904-13. 
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Many Spanish organizations permitted full membership and leadership rights 

to “de hecho” (in fact) Spaniards. These individuals were considered socially Spanish 

by right of birthplace or parentage but either lacked proper papers or had adopted 

Cuban citizenship. Top leadership positions like president and vice-president were 

often reserved, however, for individuals who were Spaniards “de hecho y derecho” 

(socially and legally). These issues frequently led to fierce debates and, at times, 

fueled bitter power struggles and even lawsuits.128  

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, leadership requirements at many societies 

became more flexible in response to declining memberships and revenue during the 

Depression. In its 1930 statutes, for example, the Colonia Española de Victoria de las 

Tunas still reserved its top leadership positions for Spanish-born men, but these could 

be Cuban citizens.129 In 1937, the Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago went 

slightly further and opened all of its leadership positions to non-Spanish members, 

provided they had been members for over twenty years. Of course, they still had to be 

members of the “white race.”130  The vast majority of Spanish societies did not accept 

Afro-Cubans as members or even as guests.131 

 
128 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Acta Junta General de Asociados,  20 June, 4 and 11 
July 1926, APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2657, folio 186; Andrés Landrove López, concejal 
liberal, to José R. Barceló, gobernador civil de Oriente, Bayamo, 15 Jan. 1933, APS, Fondo GP, 
materia sociedades, leg. 2676, exp. 1; Secretaría administrativa provincial to presidente Colonia 
Española de Manzanillo, Santiago, 20 July 1929, APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2702, exp. 
5 
129 Colonia Española de Victoria de las Tunas, Reglamento (1922 and 1930). APS, Fondo GP, materia 
sociedades, leg. 2690, exp. 5. 
130 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 28 March 1937,  p. 118, APS, Fondo colonia 
española, leg. 10, 1929-1944. 
131 Centro de Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 13 Sept. 1921, p. 399, APS, fondo colonia 
española, leg. 5. In the late 1930s, a very few republican and socialist Spanis h organizations made 
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Spanish women and the Cuban wives and daughters of Spanish men held a 

rather ambiguous position in most Spanish organizations.132 Spanish mutual aid 

societies were typically masculine preserves geared towards the needs of the 

overwhelmingly male immigrant population. 133  Women affiliated with Spanish 

national heritage by birthplace, blood, or marriage usually received special 

memberships that limited or denied medical benefits and precluded any voice in 

governing the institution. For example, the internal statutes of the Colonias Españolas 

in Holguín, Banes, and Gibara between 1909 and 1911 conceded “títulos de Gracia” 

(titles of grace) rather than membership to “the widows and orphaned daughters of 

Spaniards.”134 There were exceptions like the Colonia Española in Bayamo which 

opened its membership in 1909 to “Spaniards, their descendents, dependents, and 

sympathizers without distinction of age or sex. 135 However, this incorporation of 

Spanish heritage women did not become common until the Depression. In the early 

1930s, declining memberships forced the major Spanish societies like the Asociación 

 
membership open to all races. One of these was the Sociedad Cultural ‘Amigos de España’ Institución 
Republicana Española. APS, Fondo sociedades, materia sociedades extranjeras, leg. 2567, exp. 2.  
132 The question of endogamic versus exo gamic marriages within the Spanish community in Cuba has 
yet to be assessed by demographers. Impressionistic evidence suggests that Spanish women typically 
married Spanish men and that the more numerous Spanish men often had to find Cuban wives or 
mistresses.  When marrying Cuban women, Spanish men often preferred the Cuban daughters of 
Spanish men. APS, Libros de Ciudadania, Tomos 1 and 2, 1902-06; Betancourt y Miranda, pp. 517, 
564. 
133 The 1919 census listed just 60,073 foreign white females to 202,957 foreign white males. Slightly 
over 15,000 of these women had adopted Cuban citizenship as had 15,000 of the men. Betancourt y 
Miranda, p. 325. Chapter two discusses the degree to which Spanishness represented a predominantly 
masculine construction in Cuba. 
134APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2678, exp. 1; leg. 2680, exp. 1; leg. 2680, exp. 2. 
135 APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2676, exp. 1. 
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de Dependientes, Centro Asturiano, and Centro Gallego to let Spanish women and 

white Cuban women in as members but not as electors or leaders.136  

In sum, rules developed by governmental and, above all, non-governmental 

entities after 1898 gave the definition and expression of Spanish citizenship and 

heritage in Cuba considerable flexibility. This situation elevated the issue of 

individual choice as a critical element in the continued salience of a distinct Spanish 

community. Until 1933, most eligible (by geographic origin or parentage) individuals, 

men in particular, preferred to remain as foreign nationals or as socially accepted 

Spaniards.137 

 

The Issue of Regionalism: Branches from the Same Tree  
 
 National and regional affiliations managed to coexist within the Spanish 

community despite occasional friction between madre patria and patria chica 

loyalties. Regionalism and nationalism did not ordinarily represent opposing 

tendencies within the Spanish community. In most cases, they reinforced each other. 

Catalan separatists represented the main exception to this rule.  

Spanish immigrants to post-war Cuba came predominantly from three regions 

of Spain: Galicia, Asturias, and the Canary Islands. In 1899, twenty-eight percent of  

 
136 Pablo Presno, “Sociedades Españolas” in Almanaque de El Mundo (Havana: 1933), pp. 371, 373, 
379. 
137 Pressures for complete assimilation as Cubans increased after the 1933 Work Nationalization Law 
mandated that 50 percent of all jobs had to go to Cuban nationals. The vast majority of Cuban-born 
Spaniards then adopted Cuban citizenship as did many foreign-born Spaniards. In 1931, the island had 
443,197 Cuban-born foreigners (predominantly Spaniards); by 1943, there were only 2,482.  José Luis 
Luzon, p. 90. 
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Spanish immigrants came from the northwestern province of Galicia, twenty-four 

percent from neighboring Asturias, seventeen percent from the Canary Islands, six 

percent from Cantabrica, five percent from Catalunya, and the rest from a scattering 

of provinces. Galicia and Asturias increased their share to thirty-seven percent and 

thirty-three percent, respectively, by 1932.138 Catalunya had been a more significant 

source of emigration early in the nineteenth century, and a powerful Catalan 

community remained in Santiago de Cuba in the period under study. 139  

In post-war Cuba, these Spanish immigrants tended to form organizations 

based on patria chica loyalties, from provinces down to parishes of origin.140 This 

custom caused some contemporary observers to discern a spirit of division. The 

Spanish diplomatic representative in Havana grumbled in 1911, “Unfortunately, the 

excessively regional spirit that one observes in them [i.e. regional societies like the 

Centro Gallego] hinder the labor of unity to such a degree that one will have to desist 

and try nationalizing them separately, one by one, before trying to tie them 

together.”141  

Preserving Spanish unity had particular importance in 1910 and 1911. These 

years produced efforts by the Council of Veterans led by Liberation Army General 

 
138 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “Presencia asturiana en Cuba, siglo XX”, in Pedro Gómez Gómez 
(coord.), De Asturias a América, pp. 162-63. 
139 See chapter five. 
140 It is unclear whether this patria chica networking extended to the formation of residential enclaves 
and marriage choices. This kind of demographic work has been done for Argentina but has yet to be 
carried out in Cuba, because the 1959 revolution resulted in the destruction of most of the membership 
information contained in Spanish society archives. Jose C. Moya, Cousins and Strangers; Mark D. 
Szuchman, Mobility and Integration in Urban Argentina: Córdoba in the Liberal Era (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1980). 
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Emilio Núñez to “Cubanize” the island’s property, economy, culture, and, above all, 

government offices. Núñez and his supporters sought to pass laws to oust colonial-era 

officials and all Spaniards from government posts.142 In addition, the Cuban labor 

movement tried in 1910 to pass a law reserving seventy-five percent of 

apprenticeships for Cuban nationals as a way to gradually nationalize the 

workplace.143 In response to this surge of Cuban nationalism, leaders of Spanish 

casinos and community centers across the island tried to form a Comité Central de la 

Colonia Española under the direction of the Casino Español de la Habana to represent 

Spanish interests before the Cuban government. The regional societies in Havana 

were the main obstacle to this initiative, because they did not want to cede any of 

their power to an overarching Spanish federation. 144 

There is no question that an “excessively regional spirit” did cause rifts within 

the Spanish community in Cuba on many occasions. Divisions occurred at the 

individual level and within and between organizations. Curros Enríquez was a 

prominent poet and journalist in Cuba whose writings influenced the development of 

peninsular Gallego nationalism. He insisted that the Centro Gallego had to have a 

president from Galicia. When the Centro Gallego opted otherwise, Curros Enríquez 

 
141 Leños, “Informe sobre situación sociedades llamadas regionales españolas,” 31 Oct. 1911. 
142 Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 147. 
143 The measure died in committee, but still raised Spanish fears. Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt 
Amendment, pp. 162-163. 
144 Diario de la Marina: 26 Oct. 1910, p. 3; 3 Nov. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 1; 9 Nov. 1910, 
afternoon edition, p. 2; 18 Nov. 1910, p. 5; 18 Nov. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 2; 20 Nov. 1910, p. 5; 
16 Dec. 1910, pp. 1-2.  
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dramatically renounced his membership in protest.145 The Centro Gallego in the 

small town of Antilla went in the opposite direction. A sizable faction of its members 

felt the organization was too tied to Galicia and split off after a bitter fight in 1930 to 

form the Colonia Española de Antilla.146 The most serious regional-based rifts arose 

between Catalan separatist organizations and the rest of the Spanish community. In 

1916, for example, the Centré Catalá in Havana was the only Spanish organization in 

Havana that abstained from raising the Spanish flag in honor of Alfonso XIII’s 30th 

birthday. 147 

 Recent immigration studies about Spaniards in Cuba and the Americas in 

general have tended to overemphasize these provincial distinctions.148 The 

willingness of Spain’s autonomous provincial governments to fund scholarship and 

publications about ‘their’ particular overseas immigrant communities has contributed 

to this trend. In general, however, regional and national ‘spirit’ coexisted in Cuba to a 

degree which the grumbling diplomat in 1911 did not see and recent scholarship has 

not fully credited.   

Many members of the Spanish community believed that regional identities 

formed positive building blocks for one national identity. The creation of the Casino 

Español in Matanzas represented a tangible expression of this sentiment during the 

 
145 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro., p. 35. 
146 APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2698, exp. 5. 
147 The Centre Catalá  promoted Catalan culture and independence for Catalunya from Spain. Minister 
plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 19 May 1916, MAE, 1916, correspondencia 
general.  Chapter five covers the subject of Catalan separatism in Cuba. 
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tense post-war period. This society formed in 1899 out of the fusion of seven 

Spanish organizations, five of which represented particular provincial groups 

(Asturians, Catalans and Balearic Islanders, Castilians, Cantabricans, and Vasco-

Navarrese).149 In another moment of heightened Cuban nationalism,1911, a Spanish 

leader in Cienfuegos stressed that region and nation supported one another.  Sr. 

Villapol noted, “I was President of the Sociedad Gallega in Cienfuegos…for eight 

years during which time the idea of regionalism never passed through my mind, 

because I always understood that from many small regions, one can form one 

patria.”150  

Localism, regionalism and nationalism often proved mutually supporting 

categories.151  This can be seen in the life and work of one of the Spanish 

community’s most ardent champions of Spanish national identity, Eva Canel, who 

accepted and drew strength from her local and provincial ties as well. At the most 

local level, Canel, a prominent writer, enjoyed a close relationship with the social 

club that represented immigrants from her hometown of Coaña in Asturias. She even 

served as the club’s honorary president. The author also enjoyed identification with 

the region of Asturias as a whole, reporting on and participating in various Asturian 

events in Cuba. Eva Canel appreciated other regionalisms as well, and did not see 

 
148 Some examples include: Pedro Gómez Gómez (coord.), De Asturias a America. Cuba 1850-1930; 
Ernesto Chavez, Libro de Oro/Llibre D’or (Barcelona: Generalitat de Catalunya, 1992); and Xosé 
Neira Vilas, Galegos que loitaron pola independencia de Cuba (A Coruña: Edicios Do Castro, 1998). 
149 Casino Español de Matanzas, Reglamento 1899, p. 3. The other two were the Casino Español and 
the Quinta de Dependientes del Comercio de Matanzas (Clerks’ Clinic of Matanzas). 
150 Juan G. Pumariega, Confederación de las colonias españolas  (Havana: 1911), p. 71. By 
‘regionalism’, Villapol meant the advocacy of provincial autonomy or even independence from Spain. 
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them as detrimental to the assertion of Spanish national identity. She paid tribute to 

Basque heritage and culture, and wrote a book supporting Columbus’s Gallego 

origins, an idea cherished by most Gallegos. She also showed appreciation of the 

Catalan community’s Montserrat shrine in Havana. Like the Gallego society president 

from Cienfuegos, Eva Canel claimed pride in small regions strengthened the nation; 

she likened provincial identities to branches from the same mother trunk.152  

The prevalence of regional societies in Cuba did not preclude the existence of 

an overarching  “gran colonia española” as an ideal and, in many instances, a reality. 

Political issues of common interest and specific cultural projects generated 

cooperation and pooling of resources within the Spanish community. 153 Regionalism 

created some fissures but the Spanish community usually managed to pull together as 

a coherent entity, especially during moments of crisis. 

Community unity manifested at various critical moments. In 1900, the Casino 

Español in Havana tried to create the federation of Spanish societies called for by the 

Marqués de Rabell in 1899. By 1903, thirty Colonias Españolas from across the 

island had joined.154 As mentioned previously, community leaders built on this effort 

in 1910 and 1911. A Comité de Sociedades Españolas raised funds to bail out the 

Banco Español during the banking crisis of 1921 and to repatriate Spanish immigrants 

 
151 My use of these categories refers simply to an identification with a town, province or nation-state. 
152 See María del Carmen Simón Palmer, “Biografía de Eva Canel (1857-1932)” in Lous Charnon-
Deutsch (ed.), Estudios sobre escritoras hispánicas en honor de Georgina Sabat-Rivers (Madrid: 
Editorial Castalia, 1992),  p. 207.  
153 For cultural projects, see chapters two and three. 
154 Diario de la Marina, 15 Dec. 1900, p. 2 and  2 June 1903, p. 2. 
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then and during the Depression. 155 In 1933, a successor entity, the Unión General de 

Sociedades Mutualistas, organized a wave of protests across the island by Spanish 

institutions, retailers, and mutual aid society members angered by President Grau San 

Martin’s actions on behalf of Cuban doctors fighting the Spanish societies.156  

 

Cross-Class Loyalties 
 

The Spanish community united individuals from different classes as well as 

different provinces. Ties of material interest and patriotic sentiment forged reciprocal 

links between many working-class Spaniards and Spanish community leaders.  

Spanish elite hiring preferences for Spanish workers enabled the latter to pay their 

mutual aid society quotas and buy Spanish newspapers. In turn, prosperous Spanish 

mutual aid societies and newspapers gave Spanish elites the clout to oppose efforts by 

Cuban nationalists to enact anti-Spanish labor legislation and other measures 

prejudicial to general Spanish community interests. This cross-class relationship 

favored the elites and was undermined on many occasions by labor strife and the 

appeal of anarchism. However, cross-class unity still represented a fundamental 

dynamic in maintaining the Spanish community as a coherent and influential entity. 

The frantic quest for employment represented the one true constant in Cuba’s 

fractured political landscape between 1898 and the 1930s, and one that often placed 

Spanish interests in jeopardy.  Squeezed between U.S. businesses and waves of 

 
155 Diario de la Marina, 10 Feb. 1921, p. 1; Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1921 ( Havana: 
Imp. la Habanera de Solana Hnos. y Ca., 1922), pp. 27, 32; Consulado General de España, Memoria 
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immigrants, native Cuban workers, especially Afro-Cubans, found work hard to 

come by.  U.S. sugar companies bought up the best land, leaving little for Cubans to 

farm.  These companies also pushed unfavorable tariff negotiations with the United 

States that opened the Cuban market to a flood of U.S. foodstuffs and manufactured 

goods, inhibiting local production (and therefore jobs) and increasing the cost of 

living in Cuba. The rhythm of sugar production also created seasonal “dead times” 

when little labor was needed.   During the 1920s, these problems were exacerbated by 

the entry into the labor market of a post-1898 baby boom during a time of falling 

international sugar prices and continuing migratory flows from Spain and the 

Caribbean.  

Plagued by unemployment and a high cost of living, Cubans turned to the 

public sector as their only significant outlet.  This fueled a demand for the creation of 

public jobs that grew at a dizzying pace under the republic. These positions numbered 

20,000 in 1903 and grew to 35,000 in 1911 and 48,000 by 1924. Two-thirds of Cuban 

government expenditures went to salaries.157 As a result, Cuban political parties and 

intra-party factions represented little more than instruments for fighting over these 

scarce resources.158  

In this economic and political environment, Cuban nationalists and workers 

often attacked preferences for Spanish laborers in the private sector and any 

 
sobre Emigración correspondiente al año 1930  (Havana: Imp. Perez Sierra y Cia., 1931), pp. 11-12. 
156 See chapter seven. 
157 Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 219. 
158 Luis Aguilar, Cuba 1933, p. 33. 
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Spaniards in public positions. The most vigorous campaigns along these lines arose 

in the periods between 1899 and 1902, 1910-1911, and 1921-1933. It seemed wrong 

to many Cubans that Spaniards should retain the upper hand in the labor market 

despite having lost the war. In Havana in March 1899, 93 Cuban tobacco workers 

wrote a manifesto to the administrator of Henry Clay Tobacco. They demanded that 

he fire Spanish foremen and reverse the order of layoffs (i.e. fire Spaniards rather 

than Cubans first). Their manifesto exclaimed, “Given the end of Spanish 

sovereignty, it seems even more insufferable than before that Spanish supremacy 

should continue over Cubans.” 159  

Spaniards who had public employment attracted special ire from Cubans, even 

in lowly positions like street sweepers. The more lucrative positions held by 

Spaniards - policemen, customs officials, teachers, etc. – generated even more 

protest.160  In July 1902, shortly after the beginning of the Cuban republic, a strong 

lobbying effort began to oust Spaniards from all such positions.161  In a similar 

campaign in 1910, Cuban students in Santiago marched to support a veterans’ petition 

demanding that any Spaniard or Spanish sympathizer who had fought against Cuban 

liberty during the war should lose their public post.162 In 1911, Cuban job-seekers 

 
159Gustavo Bock, administrator of Henry Clay Tobacco, reprinted an excerpt from this manifesto in an 
1899 pamphlet, MAE,  H 2951, Antillas Españolas 1898/1900, 1899 packet. 
160 Diario de la Marina: 4 Sept. 1899, p. 1;  25 May 1900, p. 1;  2 Jan. 1904, p. 3 
161 A 1902 tobacco strike in Havana against the Spanish presence in the workplace spread across 
Western Cuba and other trades, and resulted in numerous deaths, injuries, and arrests among the 
strikers. Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, pp. 152-53; clippings file from 25 July 1902 in 
MAE, H 1907, Correspondencia del Consulado en la Habana 1902-1903. 
162 Carlos Foment, Crónicas de Santiago de Cuba: continuación de la obra de Emilio Bacardí - Era 
republicano, tomo I (Santiago: Arroyo, 1955), p. 437. 
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proposed a congressional labor bill that would require 75 percent of all apprentice 

positions to be reserved for Cubans.163 In 1925, the Lombard bill sought to reserve 75 

percent of all jobs for Cubans.164 Given this recurring threat, it made sense for 

Spaniards to stick together.  

Many working-class Spaniards found other advantages to combining along 

national lines. In 1899, the Cuban labor newspaper Alerta complained bitterly that 

Spanish workers and Spanish journalists at working-class newspapers had formed a 

cozy alliance in Cuba to maintain “Spaniards as the favored ones in workshops, 

commerce, and public employment.”  Ideally, in the view of Alerta, work “should not 

have a patria.”165 Yet, in Cuba labor often did have a national component. In 1907, 

for example, a U.S. army captain sent to observe labor activity in Cuba noted how 

Spanish workers dominated key economic sectors by sticking together as “fellow 

countrymen.”166 Capt. Furlong reported that this national solidarity proved more 

important than ideological influences like anarchism.  

National ties also helped elicit support for Spanish workers from Spanish 

elites. In 1914, for example, twenty Spanish mine workers appealed to the president 

of the Spanish community center in Pinar del Río for help as “Spanish subjects and 

full members of the center.” They complained that Cuban rural policemen had beaten 

 
163 Minister Jackson to Secretary of State, Havana, 25 May 1911, USDS 837.5041/15 no. 864. 
164 Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 163. 
165 Alerta! – Semanario Obrero Independiente, Havana, 6 Sept. 1899, p. 1. 
166 Memorandum from John. W. Furlong, Capt., General Staff, Chief of Military Information Division, 
to Chief of Staff, Havana, 28 Dec. 1907. U.S. National Archive, Record Group 199, Records of the 
Provisional Government of Cuba, Entry 5, Confidential Correspondence, Box 9, File 214.   
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them up during a labor dispute, because they hated Spaniards.167 Couched in these 

“us vs. them” terms, the appeal gained a measure of sympathy and investigation from 

Spanish community elites in Pinar del Río and Havana.168 These elites did not 

necessarily care about fair labor conditions and wages, but they reacted strongly to 

possibly anti-Spanish actions by Cuban policemen.  More broadly, the political 

influence of these Spanish elites helped quash legislation like the proposed 1911 

apprentice law. 169 

Spanish workers had more opportunities and better jobs relative to Cubans, 

but their situation was still often precarious. Some immigrants arrived poor and 

managed to become wealthy. 170 Most simply scraped by at best.171 A letter written by 

a humble cane cutter to King Alfonso XIII in 1914 provides a window on the difficult 

life many Spanish workers led. Born in Madrid, Agustín Garrido Montesano was 

drafted in 1895 and spent the entire Independence War in military service. Garrido 

Montesano mustered out in 1898 to marry a Cuban woman who promptly died, and 

he then wandered the countryside looking for work in the sugar cane fields. In good 

 
167 Minister Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 27 Feb. 1915, MAE, H2352, 1913/1920, 1914-
1915 packet.  
168 Diario de la Marina, 5 Sept. 1914, p. 1. 
169 Opposition by the U.S. government to this legislation helped sink it as well. Pérez, Cuba Under the 
Platt Amendment, p. 148. 
170 José López Rodriguez provides an example of the rags-to-riches path. He came to Cuba as an 
illiterate and penniless young man and by 1919 had built a massive fortune as a book dealer and 
financier. William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cuba To-Day, p. 665. 
171 Miguel Barnet’s historical novel Gallego provides a good sense of the ‘typical’ Spanish immigrant 
experience in Cuba. Miguel Barnet, Gallego (Havana: Letras Cubanas, 1983). 
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times, he scraped together enough to buy drinks and bet on cock fights. When his 

luck went sour, Garrido ended up in jail for non-payment of debts and theft.172 

Many Spanish workers suffered a variety of unpleasant experiences. The 

Spanish consul in Santiago reported in 1903 that unscrupulous labor recruiters had 

taken advantage of recent Spanish immigrants.173 Gallego miners and road crews 

complained to the Centro Gallego of “abuses” by overseers in 1905 and 1908.174 

Santiago police reports from 1912 reveal that many Spanish miners and railroad 

workers suffered death or maiming on the job.175 In addition, El Emigrante Español 

printed dozens of complaints from Spanish miners and cane cutters in Cuba in 1919. 

Ill-treatment by foremen and Cuban policemen, bad food and water, accidents, 

inadequate medical care, and pay disputes represented the most typical grievances. 176 

Admittedly, working conditions back in Spain were not any better.177 In Cuba at least, 

most Spanish immigrants managed to improve their economic status to some degree, 

and the Spanish community provided something of a safety net, at least in urban 

areas. 

 
172 Agustín Garrido Montesano to Alfonso XIII, Santa Clara prison, 30 Sept. 1914., Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, caja 15368/1. 
173 Consul Julio Soto Villanueva to Foreign Minister, Santiago, 26 Aug. 1903, MAE, H2350,  1850-
1903, 1903 packet. 
174 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1905 (Havana: La Propagandista, 1906), p. 13;  Memoria 1908 (Havana:  
La Mercantil, 1909), p. 43. 
175 APS, Fondo GP, materia policia, leg. 1831, exp. 7. 
176 El Emigrante Español: Órgano oficial de la bolsa del trabajo internacional de las colonias 
españolas en el extranjero , Madrid, 20 Oct. 1919. 
177 Carr, pp. 448-449.  
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Many Spanish workers looked more to labor organizations to redress their 

grievances than to cross-class ties with Spanish elites.178 After 1898, Spaniards in a 

variety of trades participated in labor mobilization in Cuba as supporters of unions 

and strikes, as journalists at working-class newspapers, and as union organizers. 179 In 

1907, for example, the head of the rural police observed in his diary: “The strike 

continues in Santiago. Many Spanish miners are taking part in it and they have been 

very aggressive. It has been necessary to disperse them by force.”180 Anarchist 

newspapers like Tierra had a number of Spanish writers on staff, and a Spanish 

diplomat noted that many Spaniards risked expulsion as “pernicious foreigners” by 

taking leadership positions in labor organizations against his recommendations.181  

Spanish and Cuban anarchists tried with mixed success to erase national 

differences in the workplace. For example, one anarchist newspaper in Cuba, Nuevo 

Ideal, insisted in 1899 that working-class Spaniards and Cubans had to join together 

 
178 Admittedly, the two options were not mutually exclusive. Appeals to elite paternalism often 
represented simply another card to be played by individual workers or small groups in tandem. 
179 Spanish tobacco workers played an important role in developing Cuba’s labor movement in the last 
decades of colonial rule and continued to occupy leadership positions in labor unions and anarchist 
groups under the Cuban republic. Peninsular Spain also produced intense labor agitation in the late 
nineteenth century and, especially, after 1898 up until the beginning of the Franco regime in 1939. See 
Joan Casanovas, Bread or Bullets!; Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La inmigración española y el 
movimiento obrero cubano, 1900-1925,” Arbor, nos. 547-548 (1991); Carr, pp. 439-454; Gerald H. 
Meaker, The Revolutionary Left in Spain, 1914-1923 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974); 
Adrian Shubert, A Social History of Modern Spain (London: Unwin Hyman, 1990); and Gabriel 
Jackson, The Spanish Republic and the Civil War, 1931-1939  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1965). 
180 This was part of a series of strikes by Spaniards and Cubans over payment in Spanish currency 
rather than American money which was worth about 10 percent more. Alejandro Rodriguez, Diario 
Personal, 28 May 1907, MCH, Fondo de Personalidades, leg. 204, exp. 6; Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the 
Platt Amendment, p. 155. 
181 Tierra, Havana, 25 April 1903, p. 1; Report on expulsions of Spanis h subjects by Ambassador 
Santiago Méndez Vigo, referred from the deputy Foreign Minister to the royal secretary, Madrid, 24 
Sept. 1930, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15311. 
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to win strikes.182 In official anarchist ideology, only class should matter. Nationalist 

celebrations of May 2 and May 20 (Spanish and Cuban independence, respectively) 

were equally hollow for workers in the view of Tierra.183  A similar newspaper, 

Rebelión, insisted that workers suffered the same plight in both Spain and Cuba.184  

In practice, anarchists in Cuba had difficulty escaping divisions between 

Spaniards and Cubans. In 1903, Tierra’s staff  angrily denounced an accusation from 

a “fake” workers’ newspaper that they were too Spanish: “They say we are Spaniards 

and that we love the ex-metropole and that we are colluding with the Spanish 

bourgeoisie to hurt this country.”185 Cuban workers may have had cause to view some 

Spanish anarchists  with suspicion. In 1907, a U.S. observer noted that many Spanish 

anarchists in Cuba used strikes to replace Cuban workers with fellow countrymen, 

acting not as “idealogues” but rather as “job-hunters.”186 

Spanish workers also clashed with Spanish elites on a number of occasions. 

Certainly, the latter did not always show sympathy for their less- fortunate 

compatriots. When mutual aid societies sent delegates to investigate abuses of 

workers, these inspections often sided with management.187 At times, class interests 

within the community came into direct conflict. In 1913, Spanish café owners and 

waiters battled over a proposed law that would limit the latter’s work day to ten 

 
182 Nuevo Ideal, Havana, 14 July 1899, p. 2. 
183 Tierra, 23  May 1903, p. 1. 
184 Rebelión, Regla (Havana), 14 Oct. 1908, p. 1. 
185 Tierra, 25 April 1903. 
186 John. W. Furlong, Capt., General Staff, Chief of Military Information Division, to Chief of Staff, 
Havana, 28 Dec. 1907. 
187 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1905, p. 13; and Memoria 1908, p. 43. 
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hours. Newspaper that represented the interests of elite Spaniards (Diario de la 

Marina, Diario Español, and others) sided with the owners, much to the disgust of 

the waiters’ union. 188 Spanish writers at working-class newspapers frequently traded 

jibes with the conservative Spanish press and sneered at elite Spanish institutions like 

the Casino Español de la Habana.189 Spanish workers occasionally went beyond 

violent rhetoric. In 1910, Nicolás Rivero tried to calm Spanish labor strife in Cuba 

with paternalistic editorials; workers responded by breaking his windows.190 The 

most severe anti-elite incident came in 1925 when three Spanish workers assassinated 

the president of the Centro Castellano during a bitter strike at his chocolate factory. 191 

Broad Spanish participation in mutual aid societies helped paper over class-

based antagonisms. A U.S. journalist, Irene Wright, noted in 1910 that these societies 

provided an important safety net to the average member.  She explained, “His society 

will educate him, permit him to attend its social functions, care for him if he is sick, 

and if need be, bury him when he dies.” And all of this was available “for the 

insignificant monthly fee of a dollar or a dollar and a half,” a sum accessible to many 

workers in urban areas. 192   

In truly dire circumstances, the leaders of these societies tried to help out 

humbler members. In 1927, for example, the president of the Beneficencia Canaria 

courageously pressed the Machado dictatorship to stop a spate of “suicides” caused 

 
188 El Dependiente, Havana, 5 Nov. 1913, p. 5. 
189Rebelión : 21 Jan. 1909, pp. 1, 4; 3 Feb. 1909, p. 1; 11 Feb. 1909, p. 1; 18 March 1909, p. 1. 
 El Dependiente: 1 Nov. 1911, p. 2; 31 March 1912, p. 2; 1 May 1913, p. 1. 
190 Irene Wright, Cuba (New York: Macmillan, 1910), p. 142 
191 Diario de la Marina, 9 Jan. 1925, p. 1. 
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by the secret police among Canary Island rural workers in Camaguey. 193 In addition, 

during the Depression, most Spanish societies strained their treasuries to provide 

relief and return fares to Spain for out-of-work Spaniards. 

Patriotic expressions helped strengthen the ties between popular and elite 

Spaniards. A 1913 Bacardí company memo testified to the strength of these feelings 

among lower-class Spaniards. In a letter to his boss,  P. Yodur cynically suggested 

that playing on their patriotic feelings would get Spanish waiters to push Bacardí 

products. The company could do this by donating 40 barrels of rum to Spanish 

soldiers in Morocco. In addition, the company should give the Gremio de Cafés de la 

Habana (Havana Café Workers Union) a bargain price on the rum the union wished to 

contribute to the same cause.194 The Bacardí company could not hope to manipulate 

Spanish patriotism if it did not exist among these workers. While such sentiments are 

difficult to gauge, this confidential letter from a Cuban company suggests that at least 

one sector of Spanish workers exhibited genuine patriotic feelings.  

Between 1898 and 1931, broad popular outpourings of support for Alfonso 

XIII, visiting Spanish naval vessels, Spanish saints, and Spanish heroes indicate that 

the waiters were not alone in their patriotic sentiments. Some demonstrations were 

surely genuine; others may have mixed in some degree of desire to curry favor with 

 
192 Irene Wright, p. 138. 
193 Clip from La Nacionalista, Madrid, 5 June 1927, in  MAE, H2353.  The president was forced to 
leave the island, but he did set off a major diplomatic flap. 
194 P. Yodur to E. Bacardí, Havana, 1 Nov. 1913. APS, Fondo Bacardí, Correspondencia, leg. 14, exp. 
34. This union’s membership was predominantly Spanish. 
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Spanish elites. The degree and proportion varied depending on individual 

circumstances.  

 Without question, leaders in the Spanish community leaders welcomed 

popular support for their various patriotic initiatives. Participation by the 

community’s humbler elements lent an air of genuine connection with the pueblo and 

reinforced the impression of a unified community.  This impression was of great 

concern to Spanish elites, since a unified community could accumulate more 

resources and enjoyed a better bargaining position with U.S. and Cuban political 

authorities.  

A shared racial status as white Europeans may have contributed to cross-class 

solidarity within the Spanish community as well. 195  As noted previously, the Spanish 

mutual aid societies and social clubs were the most important arbiters of Spanish 

identity in Cuba. These organizations consistently maintained as one of their most 

unyielding principles that blacks and mulattos could not be members.196 In 1911 and 

1913, some white Cuban politicians tried to force the Asociación de Dependientes to 

accept white Cubans into leadership positions. If this demand was not met, the 

politicians threatened to enact legislation that would make the society admit and treat 

Afro-Cuban members. The organization forcefully rejected this threat.197  

 
195 Chapter two explores this issue in greater depth. 
196 APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2699, exp. 2; Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, 
Actas , 28 March 1937, p. 118, APS, Fondo colonia española, leg. 10. 
197The prevalence of anti-black propaganda produced during the 1912 Race War which crushed Cuba’s 
only black political party may have contributed to the Asociación’s strong reaction to this threat. 
Minister plenipotentiaryLeños to Foreign Minister, Havana, 31 Oct 1911, MAE, H2351, 1904-12, 
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Some humbler members of the Spanish community seem to have shared 

these racist attitudes at least to an extent.  Many lower-class Spaniards volunteered to 

repress Afro-Cubans during the 1912 Race War.198 One such volunteer explained that 

he was infuriated by Afro-Cuban demands for equality and therefore “went up to the 

mountains, machete in hand, to kill carne morena [brown flesh].” 199  In general, 

Spanish violence against blacks usually had more of an economic component, 

targeting foreign black immigrants from Jamaica and Haiti who competed with the 

Spanish immigrants for work in Eastern Cuba.200 In 1907, for example, there was a 

violent brawl involving machetes, shovels, and at least one revolver between Spanish 

and black Jamaican miners near Santiago.201  

In sum, the Spanish community maintained a significant degree of unity 

across class lines, despite labor activism by many Spanish workers and class-based 

antagonisms within the community. Spanish workers needed help from Spanish elites 

to fend off job-hungry Cubans and to intercede with Cuban authorities. Spanish elites 

needed Spanish workers to buy goods from them, join their mutual aid societies, read 

their newspapers, and support their patriotic projects. This bargain favored the elites, 

resulting in friction at times, but was not without value for lower-class Spaniards.  

The alliance certainly depended on material calculations on both sides but also 

reflected genuine patriotic feelings and shared racial status as white Europeans. 

 
1911 packet;  Leños to Foreign Minister, 10 Feb. 1913,  MAE, H2352, 1913/1920; Aline Helg, Our 
Rightful Share . 
198 Helg, pp. 162 and 203. 
199 Anastasio Rivero, El bien de España en Cuba (Havana: Tip. Moderna, 1919). 
200 See chapter seven. 
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Intra-Elite Unity 

Intra-elite unity was an important factor in maintaining Spanish community 

influence. Spanish elites, predominantly men, tended to be high officials of Spanish 

mutual aid societies and social clubs, businessmen, newspaper directors and 

journalists, and a few clergy. 202  Spain’s diplomatic representatives served as leaders 

to some degree as well, but rarely as full peers of local elites.203 Across the island, the 

community’s leaders numbered at most 6,000 out of a total population of between 

600,000 and 800,000 Spaniards.204 Of the 6,000, however, only a few hundred media 

figures, mutual aid society directors, and wealthy businessmen located primarily in 

Havana and Santiago possessed sufficient stature to launch major community 

initiatives. 

The economic basis for Spanish elite status varied somewhat between Havana 

and Santiago. In Santiago, the Spanish community’s most prominent members tended 

to be wholesalers. For example, one board member of the Spanish community center 

incorporated a wholesale hardware company in 1918 with capital of $350,000 U.S. 

 
201 APS, Fondo GP, materia policia, Leg 1829, exp. 1. 
202 As noted previously, Spanish priests had played prominent roles in legitimizing the Spanish war 
effort between 1895 and 1898. After 1898, however, they adopted a lower profile, serving the Spanish 
community primarily in ceremonial ways rather taking active leadership positions. 
203 Local elites tended to use Spanish diplomats for ceremonial functions and as sources for certain 
kinds of resources, but rarely heeded their opinions to the degree the diplomats expected. See, for 
example, Minister plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 20 Aug 1912, MAE, 
H2351,1904-12 and Minister plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 8 Nov. 1914, 
MAE, H2352, 1913/1920, 1914-1915 packet. 
204 This estimate is based on signature albums, subscription lists, and annual reports of Spanish 
societies. 
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dollars.205  In Havana, Spanish elite economic activities tended to cover a wider 

range of businesses. A list of 40 individual sponsors of the Diario de la Marina’s 

centennial edition in 1932 showed that the city’s most elite Spaniards were owners or 

directors of banks, large professional associations, and wholesale and retail shops as 

well as ice, printing, dairy, beer, perfume, tobacco, sugar, rum, and shipping 

companies.206 

Close acquaintance along with similar interests and outlook enabled many of 

these elites to cooperate on matters of shared concern. Spheres of activity and 

prominence often intertwined. Notary records in Santiago, for example, reveal that 

board members of the Spanish community center often entered into business 

partnerships with one another.207 Newspaper directors were influential members of 

mutual aid societies; and mutual aid society leaders owned stock in Spanish 

newspapers and sat on their boards.208 Leaders in one organization usually attended 

the events held by other Spanish institutions, and in times of crisis (e.g. when the 

Centro Asturiano caught fire in 1919) helped one another. In addition, Spanish elites 

 
205 APS, Protocolos, 1918, Escríbano Tomás F. Poyans Nuñez, libro s/n  tomo 3, folio 1083, Sociedad 
Valentín Valls y Cía. 
206 Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario, p. 151. 
207 Of course, Spanish elites also entered into business with Cubans and Americans. For example, 
Spanish banking magnate José Marimon had a close business relationship with former U.S. Consul 
Frank Steinhart who served as his vice-president at the Banco Español. Havana Post, Special Tourist 
Edition 1912 (Havana, 1912).  Extensive further research in notarial records is needed to determine to 
what degree business relationships followed or crossed national lines, and whether these patterns 
changed over time. 
208 Tribuna Médica, 10 March 1928, p. 1. 
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reinforced their sense of belonging to a group through annual gatherings to celebrate 

Alfonso XIII’s birthday (May 27) and saint’s day (January 23).209 

The multiple and variable nature of identity meant that Spanish elites did not 

define themselves solely in those terms. Even when it came to national heritage, some 

Spanish leaders showed a degree of flexibility that went beyond that already 

discussed with regards to the permeable line between identification as Spanish or 

Cuban. In some cases, there existed a surprising fluidity between Spanish and North 

American identification. 210  

Louis Pérez asserts that in Cuba assimilating to North American culture 

represented a way “of unbecoming Spanish.”211 However, this was not necessarily 

true. Pérez notes that the Havana Rotary Club was founded by two Rotarians from 

Tampa, eager to spread U.S. business culture in Cuba.212 One of these men was 

Spanish tobacco magnate A.L. Cuesta who in other aspects of his life took great pride 

in his Spanish national heritage. In 1919, for example, Cuesta purchased a gold watch 

that had belonged to General Vara de Rey, Spain’s lone hero from the 1898 battle of 

Santiago, to donate to Alfonso XIII.213 In addition, Nicolás Rivero sent all seven of 

his children to U.S. schools, but in other aspects of his life presented himself, and was 

 
209 La Colonia Española , Santiago, 27 May 1902, p. 2; 23 Jan. 1926 news clips from the Diario de la 
Marina, La Lucha (Havana), and La Noche (Havana) in Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15984/10. 
210 This fluidity was surprising because anti-Yankee sentiment represented a key aspect for defining 
Spanishness in Cuba. See chapter two. 
211 Louis Pérez, On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, & Culture (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999), p. 54. 
212 Ibid., p. 397. 
213 Archivo del Museo del Ejercito, leg. 107, exp. 23. For more on Vara de Rey, see chapter three. 
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viewed by others, as the embodiment of Spanishness in Cuba.214 Rather than 

hypocrisy, this choice suggests the multiple and contingent nature of national 

heritage.215 

Competition for resources and status represented greater challenges to Spanish 

intra-elite unity than alternate identity choices. There was often a competitive edge 

evident in relationships between the leaders of different organizations. The boards of 

the Centro Asturiano and Centro Gallego strained their treasuries to outdo each other 

in building the most impressive social palace. Rivalries within organizations 

produced more violent tensions. In 1916, for example, a dispute over $25,000 worth 

of furniture purchases at the Centro Gallego became so heated that one executive, Sr. 

Mañach, died of apoplexy. 216 Moreover, mutual aid society boards and directors were 

selected by general assemblies. At times, these elections rivaled the violence and 

corruption of Cuba’s own electoral process.  Newspaper boards, especially at the 

Diario Español, also suffered from byzantine intrigues, often as a result of spillover 

from electoral contests at the major mutual aid societies.217 

Generational turnover in the leadership group represented a potentially 

disruptive factor, especially towards the end of the period under study, but one 

difficult to quantify.  Many of the most prominent members of the old guard with 

 
214 Pérez, On Becoming Cuban, p. 407. Pérez uses this as an example of how Spanish identity waned in 
Cuba after 1898 even among Spanish elites. I would argue instead that the multiple and contingent 
nature of identity let apparently contradictory labels coexist. 
215 Extensive research remains to be done on patterns of residence, marriage, education, business 
relationships, and socializing among and between Spanish, Cuban, and American elites in Cuba. 
216 Heraldo de Cuba, Havana, 18 Feb. 1916, p. 1. 
217 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 20. 
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roots in the colonial period died off in the 1920s.  For example, Nicolás Rivero died 

in 1919, Laureano Falla Gutiérrez in 1929, and Eva Canel in 1932.  However, 

younger figures often continued in their footsteps.  José I. Rivero, for example, 

followed a similar pro-Spanish line to that of his father, Nicolás, when the time came 

for him to assume the helm of the Diario de la Marina.  

In sum, Spanish elites did not always get along. Competition for power and 

resources necessarily created tension and strife. However, leaders in the Spanish 

community did develop a sense of themselves as a group. This was made evident, for 

example, in a 1906 signature album which sought to include the signatures of all the 

major Spanish leaders in Cuba to send to Alfonso XIII on the occasion of his 

wedding.  Seeing themselves as the leaders of a distinct Spanish community, these 

elites often managed to join together to lobby for particular political issues and to 

support a wide variety of cultural initiatives of common interest. 

  

Conclusion 
 

The Spanish community in post-war Cuba was not a monolithic entity. 

Important frictions developed along the lines of class, regions of origin, economic 

realities and personal ambitions.  Despite these differences, however, the community 

did manage to cohere sufficiently to exert a significant degree of political influence. 

The existence of threats, real and imagined, to continued Spanish prominence in Cuba 

encouraged broad cooperation.  In this regard, persistent pressure from job-hungry 
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Cubans proved an especially potent spur. Spanish residents and immigrants needed 

to act as a unified community to preserve Spanish privileges in the labor market. 

Through mutual aid society resources, media clout, and the power of money, Spanish 

community leaders developed effective tools to replace the protection formerly 

afforded by metropolitan Spain.  Reacting to these instruments and their own racial 

biases, U.S. officials and Cuban politicians responded favorably to many key Spanish 

community interests and concerns.   



 

85 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter Two: “Eva Canel Sank the Maine - Spanish Honor, Historical 

Memory, and Community” 
 

Conflicts over historical memory in post-1898 Cuba rose like smoke from the 

embers of the recent wars.1 Three major constellations of interests -- Spanish, U.S., 

and Cuban -- jockeyed to impose their particular stamp on the new country’s past 

through a wide range of initiatives devoted to “immediate memory,” that which must 

always be recalled, and “anti-memory,” that which must be forgiven or forgotten. 2 

These aspects of memory played an important integrating function for the Spanish 

community. Many Spanish residents maintained group cohesion by establishing 

continuity with, as Eric Hobsbawm puts it, a “suitable past.”3 Post-war Spanish elites 

promoted an honorable history for their community by stressing positive aspects of 

colonial-era events and institutions while downplaying shameful or controversial 

 
1 Here I am adapting anthropologist Richard Werbner’s phrase “smoke from the barrel of the gun” 
which he uses to describe memory politics in post-colonial Zimbabwe. Richard Werbner, “Smoke from 
the Barrel of the Gun: Postwars of the Dead, Memory and Reinscription in Zimbabwe – The 
Postcolonial Shift from the Modern Memorials of the Nation-State” in Richard Werbner (editor), 
Memory and the Postcolony: African Anthropology and the Critique of Power (New York: Zed Books, 
1998), p. 76. 
2 I use the term “constellation” because these groupings shared common symbolic materials but were 
not monolithic in approaches or goals. The Cuban case in particular offered sharply competing visions 
of historical memory.  Lillian Guerra, for example, notes the different uses made of José Martí 
monuments by Afro-Cubans and white Cuban elites.  Lillian Guerra, “Esculpir a Martí: memorias y 
monumentos en la Primera República Cubana,”Revista de Ciencias Sociales, no. 8 (Puerto Rico: Jan. 
2000). The terms “immediate memory” and “anti-memory” come from Werbner, “Smoke from the 
Barrel of the Gun”, pp. 73-75. 
3 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Tradition” in Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
(editors), The Invention of Tradition  (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 1, 9, 12. 
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elements. This chapter looks at the ways in which perceptions of past Spanish glories 

and future destiny joined Spanish residents in an “imagined community.”4  

Benedict Anderson observes that a “nation is conceived as a solid community 

moving down (or up) history.”5 In this regard, Spanish propaganda, disseminated 

through a variety of outlets, tied the Spanish community in Cuba to a particular 

historical trajectory extending from a sanitized colonial past to a bright future. 

Spanish elites used 1898 war heroes and the Spanish monarchy to unite the Spanish 

community in Cuba on the basis of a shared noble Hispanic heritage. This legacy also 

served to appeal to white creoles as beneficiaries of these cultural traditions 

threatened by common racial foes, “Anglo-Saxons” in particular but also Afro-

Cubans to some degree. Some of these initiatives drew on elements common in 

peninsular Spain; others were unique to the Spanish community in Cuba.  

Periodicals, books, plays, films, lectures and other media disseminated this 

Spanish community propaganda. This array of information sources enabled otherwise 

disparate individuals to share simultaneous perceptions of past and current events, 

uniting Spanish residents across the island in a web of events and relationships that 

helped make the Spanish community in Cuba a distinct entity with strong cultural 

links to Spain. In particular, Spanish organizations in Cuba typically gave their 

members access to newspapers and magazines from Spain as well as ones produced 

 
4 Benedict Anderson notes the key role shared perceptions of time and space play in devising national 
identities as imagined political communities. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections 
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, revised edition, 1991), pp. 6,7, 26. 
5 Anderson, p. 26. 
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in Cuba that were either directly tied to the Spanish community or at least reported 

on its events, usually in a separate “Spanish Societies Section.”6  

The Centro de la Colonia Española in Manzanillo demonstrates the range of 

publications offered by even one of the smaller Spanish societies.7 Despite its modest 

size, this Centro subscribed in 1928 to four periodicals linked directly to the Spanish 

community along with five from Spain and seven Cuban publications that often 

reported current events on the peninsula as well as Spanish community activities. The 

four Spanish community periodicals were the Diario de la Marina, Diario Español, 

Eco de Galicia, and La Montaña. The five from Spain were La Vanguardia 

(Barcelona), Revista Unión Patriótica (Madrid), La Esfera (Madrid), Nuevo Mundo 

(Madrid), and Mundo Gráfico (Madrid). The Cuban periodicals were El Mundo, 

Heraldo de Cuba, El País, Diario de Cuba, Bohemia, Revista San Antonio, and La 

Tribuna.8 

The Diario de la Marina and other newspapers provided the most important 

collective sources of information for Spanish residents, but other kinds of 

 
6 The Diario de la Marina in Havana and the Colonia Española in Santiago provide good examples of 
publications linked to the Spanish community. See chapter one and APS, Fondo GP, materia 
publicaciones, leg. 1903, exp. 2 and 23.  El País and El Mundo were major Cuban dailies with a 
“Spanish Society Sections.” 
7 In 1907, the organization had 550 socios and a respectable income of $12,105 pesos. This annual 
budget put it in the top five for a social organization in Eastern Cuba, but it still lagged behind Havana-
based societies. APS, Fondo GP, materia publicaciones, leg. 1903, exp. 23. The 1919 census listed the 
city of Manzanillo as having 22,321 inhabitants, only 5.2 percent of whom were foreign whites. Angel 
C. Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919 (Havana: Maza, Arroyo y Caso, 1919), 
p. 315. 
8The Depression had forced cutbacks in the Centro’s subscriptions. Prior to 1928, it also purchased El 
Tiempo, Timoteo, La Independencia, La Opinión, Havana Industrial, Revista Mercurio  (Barcelona), El 
Detallista Español, La Lucha, La Región, and La Nación  (Madrid). APS, Fondo GP, materia 
sociedades, leg. 2702, exp. 5. 
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publications were also significant for bolstering Spanishness in Cuba.9 Spanish 

society libraries made books available to their members that fostered pride in Spain’s 

cultural and historical heritage. In 1926, the Centro Asturiano’s library purchased 23 

copies of the Episodios Nacionales, patriotic Spanish historical fiction by Benito 

Pérez Galdós. The library already held works on Spanish history by well-known 

peninsular intellectuals like Rafael Altamira, Emilio Castelar, and Marcelino 

Menéndez y Pelayo. Spanish community intellectuals were also featured in the library 

with books like España la ignorada by José M. Alvarez Acevedo and Atanasio 

Rivero’s El bien de España en Cuba.10  

The library of the Asociación de Dependientes served as a tribute to Spanish 

history and culture in its own right. It was named the “Menéndez y Pelayo” library 

and was divided into 11 named sections. Six sections reflected Spain’s literary and 

political achievements -- “Cervantes,” “Pérez Galdós,” “Jacinto Verdaguer,” 

“Columbus,” “Pi y Margall,” and “Emilio Castelar;” four paid tribute to figures in 

Cuban history and letters – “Luz y Caballero,” “José Martí,” “Padre Varela,” and 

“Nicolás Rivero”; and one honored other influences – “Shakespeare.”11 

 
9 For example, the Centro de la Colonia Española in Manzanillo could only afford one newspaper for 
its health clinic, and selected the Diario de la Marina . APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2702, 
exp. 5. Irene Wright also observed that the Diario de la Marina represented the most commonly read 
item by Spanish clerks. Irene Wright, Cuba (New York: Macmillan, 1910), p. 139. Moreover, anarchist 
newspapers and Cuban newspapers like La Discusión singled out the Diario de la Marina for criticism 
for being too Spanish. See chapter one. 
10 Centro Asturiano, Memoria 1926 (Havana: Imp. Pérez Sierra y Cia., 1927), pp. 329-345. 
11 Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio, Memoria 1919 primer trimestre (Havana: Imp. Lopez, 
Prado y Fernandez, 1919), p. 64. 
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Linkages to Spanish history and culture were not limited to printed materials. 

Theater was important too. Popular vaudeville shows reinforced national stereotypes, 

and visiting actors from Spain like Maria Guerrero held charity benefits for Spanish 

community patriotic projects.12  Lecture tours also promoted identification with 

Spanish culture through visits by intellectuals from Spain like journalist José Segarra 

in 1906 and professor Rafael Altamira in 1915.13 Moreover, in the 1920s, newsreels 

about Spanish current events such as the battle of Alhucemas strengthened 

community ties as well.14 Altogether, a wide variety of venues fostered a sense of the 

fixity of the Spanish nation in time and space. 

This chapter looks at how this sense of a Spanish national trajectory served to 

structure the Spanish imagined community in Cuba.  Each of the major components 

of this heritage – colonial wars, crown, and Hispanic unity against “Yankee” 

imperialism – is examined initially through the figure of Eva Canel before providing 

a broader sense of their significance within the Spanish collective.15 Eva Canel was a 

writer from Spain who occupied a peculiarly liminal status within the Spanish 

community in Cuba as both an influential propagandist and a marginalized but 

insightful outsider.  

 
12Eduardo Robreño, Teatro Alhambra: Antologia (Havana: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1979); Diario de 
la Marina, 10 Dec. 1901, p. 2 and 18 Nov. 1907, afternoon edition, p. 7. 
13José Segarra and Joaquín Juliá, Excursión por América: Cuba (San José, Costa Rica: Imp. Avelino 
Alsina, 1906); Eva Canel to royal librarian Conde de las Navas, Cienfuegos, 19 Aug. 1915, Biblioteca 
Real, II-4055(caja)no. 15. 
14 Josep Conangla, president of the Centre Catalá, to film distributors Francisco Abad and Antonio de 
la Villa, Havana 1925, regarding the film “España y Francia en Marruecos,” Archivo de la Sociedad 
Catalana. Catalan separatists in Cuba did not approve of this project, but other Spanish community 
institutions did. See chapter five. 
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Eva Canel Sank the Maine  

  Different historical interpretations of the explosion of the U.S.S. Maine have 

often served to defend or criticize U.S. imperialism. 16  Although little-known now, 

one theory popular in 1898 blamed Eva Canel for the explosion.  Her reactions to the 

Maine incident and the Spanish-Cuban-American War in general reveal a Spanish 

version of history distinct from U.S. and Cuban views. 

 Eva Canel ‘remembered the Maine’ with dismay because of the negative 

effect its sinking had on Spain’s reputation and her own good name.  Canel probably 

did not mourn the vessel itself all that much. 17  However, she could not escape the 

consequences of the Maine for Spain or herself.  Spain lost the last remnants of its 

empire in the war triggered by the explosion, a loss that the writer and other Spanish 

residents bitterly resented.18  Canel also lamented the persistence of rumors about her 

involvement in the Maine explosion. The story of her guilt received mention in the 

 
15 Catholicism’s importance for Spanish regional and national identities is examined in chapter five. 
16 The Maine’s mysterious explosion in Havana harbor on February 15, 1898, helped  propel the 
United States into war against Spain. Chapter six examines the battleship’s significance in U.S., 
Spanish, and Cuban historical memory between 1898 and 1928. 
17 Prior to February 15, Canel had published articles attacking the battleship’s presence in Havana as a 
dangerous “Yankee” intrusion. 
18 For example, U.S. journalist Irene Wright observed that one “editor and distinguished member of the 
Spanish colony” was so “bitterly pro-Spanish in every struggle” that he was asked in 1902 why he 
stayed in Cuba. He replied, “I remain – to attend the funeral of this [i.e. the Cuban republic].” Irene 
Wright, Cuba, 
 p. 146. 
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Cuban media as late as 1915 and complicated Eva Canel’s relations with the U.S. 

government through World War I.19   

Of course, Eva Canel did not actually sink the warship. Shortly after the 

Maine exploded, two Cuban journalists in New York -- José de Armas and Dr. Lainé 

-- concocted the story of Eva Canel’s guilt as a joke.20 However, reactions to the hoax 

exceeded the authors’ expectations. They found that Canel’s reputation for militancy 

caused many people to take the joke seriously, including a U.S. Senate Foreign 

Relations committee.21  

Eva Canel’s flamboyant career lent credence to the Maine rumor.  The 

writer’s enemies derided her as a “nun- lieutenant” and “Amazon” while even her 

friends called her a “Quijote in skirts.”22 These labels paid tribute to her high-profile 

roles in journalism, war work, politics, and public advocacy before and after Cuban 

independence.  Canel was born in the Spanish province of Asturias in 1855 to a 

socially prominent family.  She married young, at 14, and later followed her radical 

republican husband, Eloy Perillán Buxó, into exile.  An early widowhood left Canel 

free to develop her own conservative ideology and reputation in Cuba. She 

 
19 Letter from Eva Canel to the Conde de las Navas, Havana, 1 July 1924. Biblioteca Real in Madrid, 
II-4055 [caja], letter no. 17.  Even some of Canel’s modern biographers pass on the story as if it were a 
real possibility. See, for example, María del Carmen Simón Palmer, “Biografía de Eva Canel (1857-
1932)” in Lous Charnon-Deutsch (ed.) Estudios sobre escritoras hispánicas en honor de Georgina 
Sabat-Rivers (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 1992), pp. 299-300. 
20 Diario de la Marina, 4 Nov. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 2.  The hoax originally appeared in the New 
York Journal. The joke also fingered two of  Canel’s male collaborators from the Unión 
Constitucional, Santos Guzmán and Paco Díaz. 
21 The Diario de la Marina was not entirely consistent in its recounting of the details of the joke’s 
origin.  A clip from the paper in 1915 refers to the author of the joke as Guason, but the salient features 
like the gullibility, or rather willful credulity, of the U.S. Senate remain the same.  
22 See the section on gender later in this chapter. 
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subsequently traveled throughout South America after 1898 before returning to Cuba 

in 1915 where she lived until her death in Havana in 1932.23 

The Cuban Independence War from 1895 to 1898 made Eva Canel’s 

reputation as a pro-metropole zealot. Canel fervently supported Captain General 

Valeriano Weyler who became known to Cubans as ‘the butcher’ during his 

repressive tenure (1896-1897).24 Throughout the war, Canel cared for sick soldiers 

and paraded in uniform with the troops as secretary general of the island’s Red Cross. 

She also worked as a writer for the Unión Constitucional, the organ of pro-metropole 

hard liners, and led several propaganda missions abroad. These various activities 

made Canel a key symbol of intransigent Spanishness in Cuba during the 1890s. In 

December of 1895, Eva Canel summed up her own symbolic importance in a letter to 

Prime Minister Cánovas del Castillo. She boasted, “I am for the unconditional 

Spaniards of Cuba rather like Spain herself.”25   

U.S. and Cuban forces humiliated Spain’s army and navy at Santiago de Cuba 

in 1898 causing Canel to board a ship for Spain and vow never to return.  However, 

much like the Spanish community itself (if with a greater delay), Canel did in fact 

return to prominence in Cuba after she came back in 1915. The “Quijote in skirts” 

 
23 Eva Canel, Lo que yo ví en Cuba: a través de la isla  (Havana: La Universal, 1916); María del 
Carmen Simón Palmer, “Biografía de Eva Canel.” 
24In December of 1895, Canel wrote the Spanish government in Madrid on behalf of hard liners in 
Cuba who wanted the conciliatory Captain General Martínez-Campos replaced by Weyler. Eva Canel 
to Prime Minister Antonio Cánovas del Castillo via Sr. Morlesin, Havana, 29 Dec. 1895, Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, cajon 15/15-c. See chapter three for examples of how Weyler served as a kind of 
touchstone for evil in post-war Cuban political culture. 
25 Eva Canel to Antonio Cánovas del Castillo via Sr. Morlesin. 
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recognized the realities of the post-colonial situation and found a new windmill to 

tilt at: restoring Spain’s reputation in Cuba and the Americas.  

The post-war Spanish community in Cuba bitterly resented insinuations that 

Canel or any other Spaniard had blown up the Maine.26  More broadly, suggestions 

that any aspect of Spanish wartime conduct smacked of dishonor provoked anger and 

dismay within the Spanish community.  History represented a powerful legitimizing 

force in post-1898 Cuba.  Various groups and individuals jockeyed to impose the 

recollection of the past that best suited their particular interests. In this regard, 

historian Louis Pérez has persuasively demonstrated the importance of the struggle 

between the U.S. and Cuban victors who developed radically different histories of the 

war.27  Yet, the historiography has only just begun to address how the Spanish 

vanquished chose to participate in this arena.28  

Many Spanish residents and institutions had strong motivation to put their 

own spin on the recent wars to minimize embarrassing aspects, individually and 

collectively, of Spanish war-time misconduct, especially against Cuban civilians. 

Cuban nationalists used the darker aspects of the Ten Years’ War (1868-1878) and 

Cuban Independence War to justify criticism of particular Spanish leaders or Spanish 

 
26 See chapter six. 
27 Many Cubans felt that U.S. intervention in 1898 denied them the complete victory and independence 
that they had earned in three years of fighting. U.S. officials tended to see such attitudes as the basest 
ingratitude.  Louis Pérez, The War of 1898: The United States and Cuba in History and Historiography 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998). 
28 For an article that touches on this issue, see Alejandro García Álvarez and Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, 
“Cubanos y españoles después del 98: De la confrontación a la convivencia pacífica” in Revista de 
Indias, no. 212 (Jan.-April, 1998), pp. 101-130. 
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community salience in general. Such rhetorical attacks were most evident during 

moments of tension between the Spanish community and Cuban nationalists.  

Many Spanish military and political leaders during the war years remained 

prominent in Spain long after 1898. At times, the continued visibility of such figures 

created problems that Spanish community elites had to cope with. For example, the 

former Captain General Camilo Polavieja had been hated by Cubans for his 

politically repressive measures in the early 1890s.29 In 1910, Spanish elites in Cuba 

had to decide how to react to Polavieja’s stopovers in Havana to and from Mexico as 

Spain’s special envoy to the Hidalgo Revolt centennial celebration. The stopovers 

coincided with a period of agitation by Cuban veterans and workers against Spanish 

salience in Cuba, and triggered outbursts against Polavieja and the Spanish colonial 

legacy in general. 30  

Weyler presented a greater problem since he continued to make headlines in 

Spain and Cuba as a powerful military and political leader on the peninsula for 

decades after 1898.31 Cubans used Weyler’s persistent notoriety as an easy way to 

embarrass Spanish community elites, especially when Cuban veteran agitation 

 
29 One anonymous Cuban wrote a goodbye poem for the Captain General’s departure in 1892 in which 
he hoped that on the voyage home “you get swallowed by a whale//which shits you out in little 
balls//on the main beach in Cartagena.”  ‘Un patriota’ (pseud.), “Despedida a Polavieja” sonnet, 
Archivo del Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 11, exp. 76. 
30 La Discusión, Havana, 2 Sept. 1910, reprinted in El Reconcentrado, Havana, 10 Jan. 1914 (on the 
occasion of Polavieja’s death). Saved as a clipping in APS, Fondo Leyte Vidal, leg. 50, exp. 1236. For 
the political context in Cuba in 1910 see chapter one. For the Spanish community reaction to the visit 
see the Casino Español, Memoria 1910 (Havana: Imp. La Universal, 1911), pp. 11-12. 
31 Weyler had several stints as Minister of War and Captain General of Barcelona, and celebrated his 
75th anniversary in the military in 1929. Library of Congress-Hispanic Division, “The World of 1898: 
The Spanish-American War,” www .loc.gov/rr/hispanic/1898/weyler.html, site created 1998, site 
accessed 9 Sept. 2002.  
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coincided with increased publicity about Weyler in 1900, 1912, and 1920.32  Spanish 

community elites like Nicolás Rivero who had known Weyler had every incentive to 

distance themselves from him.33 Even Spanish residents who had no such personal 

connection did not want the community tarred with his bad name.34  

 Their own colonial activities also came back to trouble a number of Spanish 

community leaders and institutions. For example, Cuban tobacco workers in Santiago 

tried to use two Spanish tobacco magnates’ colonial service as provincial deputies to 

label them as colonial-era “intransigents” during a strike in 1906.35 Other high-profile 

Spaniards also found that their colonial roles gave ammunition to their foes under the 

republic. Spanish elites targeted in this fashion included financier José Marimón y 

Juliach, immigration expert and Asociación de Dependientes official Carlos Martí, 

and Centro Gallego leader Jorge Mañach. 36 The major mutual aid societies faced 

criticism from Cuban critics as well for their war-time roles and continued salience 

under the republic.37  In sum, Spanish residents had strong incentive to skirt the 

 
32These years featured prominent political roles for Weyler, publication of his memoirs in 1910, and 
his naming as the Duke of Rubí (a battlefield in Cuba), all of which triggered complaints in Cuba. 
Francisco P. Machado, ¡Piedad! Recuerdos de la Reconcentracion (Havana: Imp. de Rambla, Bouza y 
Ca., 1926), pp. 11-12; Minister plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 20 Aug. 1912, 
MAE, H2351, 1904-12; “Notas Editoriales: Weyler y el ministro de Cuba en España”, in Cuba 
Contempóranea, Tomo VIII, May-Aug 1915, pp. 299-301; La Nova Cataluyna, Havana, Sept. 1920, p. 
31 
33 Nicolás Rivero, Actualidades 1903-1919 (Havana: Cultural, S.A., 1929), p. 24; José I. Rivero, Con 
la espada y con la pluma (Havana: Cultural, 1933),p. 213. 
34 See chapter three. 
35 José del C. Bestar et al., “La  última prueba,” broadsheet, 18 Aug. 1906, APS, Fondo GP, materia 
publicaciones, leg. 1903, exp. 16. 
36 José Marimón y Juliach speech in Recuerdo del Banquete-Homenaje al Sr. José Marimón y Juliach 
(Havana: Talleres Tipográficos Ruiz y Comp., 1913), pp.135-136; Nova Catalunya , June 1915, p. 37; 
Diario Español, 4 Aug. 1929, p. 3. 
37 These critiques were especially evident during the  bitter power struggle between the Cuban 
Federación Médica and the Spanish mutual aid societies from 1925-1944.  See chapter seven. 
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darker aspects of the colonial past. Such historical embarrassments did not represent 

an insurmountable problem for Spanish community leaders, but they did require 

careful handling.  

  

The Myth of the Noble Loser 
 

Spanish community leaders chose to emphasize heroic Spanish officers while 

glossing over the many atrocities committed by Spanish forces during the colonial 

wars. In itself, the desire for such initiatives is not unique.  James M. Mayo points out 

in his book on the political uses of monuments that “a defeated people do not simply 

reduce a war’s outcome to winners and losers; they are compelled to find a way to 

redeem themselves.”38  Cuba’s novelty within the body of literature devoted to war 

and memory resides in the surprising success enjoyed by the Spanish community in 

this regard.39 Strategic appropriations of historical memory sought to salvage Spanish 

pride, deter Cuban reprisals, restrain U.S. cultural hegemony and promote internal 

cohesion within the island’s often-fractious Spanish community.  

In 1915, Eva Canel confided in a letter to a friend that the most important 

aspect of her mission in Cuba was to help Spanish residents find appropriate ways to 

remain on the island as good losers following the war.  She asserted: 

 
38 James M. Mayo, War Memorials as Political Landscape: The American Experience and Beyond  
(New York: Praeger, 1988), p. 169. 
39 Mayo, War Memorials ; Werbner, Memory and the Postcolony; David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: 
The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001); 
John R. Gillis (editor), Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994); James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning  
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The worst of all is that Spaniards do not know how to be vanquished; they do not 

understand the dignity of the defeated…Even if my return to Cuba had no 
other consequence, I believe it would be sufficient if I could just teach my 
compatriots how to be good losers and foreigners.40 
 

Canel wanted post- independence Spanish residents to avoid two extremes.  On the 

one hand, they should avoid dishonorable and dangerous arrogance. On the other, 

Spanish residents should not succumb to cowardly obliviousness to the past in the 

face of “Yankee” efforts to impose their own version of historical events. Canel 

chided Spaniards in Santiago, site of several U.S. war monuments commemorating 

1898, for not doing enough to honor the Spanish war dead, especially fallen heroes 

like General Vara de Rey. 41   The writer also sharply criticized the low turnout by 

Spaniards at the inauguration of a pantheon for fallen Spanish soldiers in Santiago de 

Cuba.42  

 Eva Canel urged Spanish residents to adopt a more assertive commemorative 

approach in the face of  a baffling “moral cowardice” shown by some Spaniards who 

feared a Cuban backlash. Canel tried to dismiss these fears by drawing on a noble 

victor – noble loser framework: “The victor, by the condition of so being, converts 

himself in the affectionate protector of the vanquished, but the noble and honorable 

victor wants a dignified loser without airs.”43  As children of the Spanish 

“motherland,” Cubans would not appreciate feeling themselves the offspring of 

 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); and Daniel J. Sherman, The Construction of Memory in 
Interwar France  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). 
40 Eva Canel to Conde de las Navas, Cárdenas, 17 September 1915, Biblioteca Real.   
41 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, p. 178. 
42 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, pp. 200-201.  
43 Canel, pp. 200-201. 
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cowering “rats.”  Instead, the image of Spain as a “wounded lion” would prove far 

more appealing to Cubans and worthy of Spaniards.  This approach would also 

facilitate community unity. Eva Canel urged her readers to adopt a nationalistic 

recollection of the war above “patria chica” (little homeland) identifications with a 

particular province or village in Spain. 44  All Spaniards would benefit from the proper 

commemoration of their national he roes from the recent conflict.45  

Canel’s “good losers” and “wounded lion” played into a larger pattern of what 

this chapter refers to as the ‘myth of the noble loser’ employed by Spanish elites as 

they sought to rewrite Cuba’s recent past.  Endeavors in this vein sought to rescue 

Spanish national honor by finding glimmers of glory in the near or even far past, 

however loosely based on the facts, that might obscure Spain’s humiliating defeat in 

1898 and the ugliness of Spanish military wartime treatment of Cuban civilians. This 

myth emphasized the virtues of a high-minded willingness to publicly embrace 

former foes, recognize a unity of spirit, and forget purely ‘political’ differences.   

Nobility in the context of the myth of the noble loser encompassed both 

martial prowess and gentlemanly treatment of foes.  Ideally, ‘noble’ losers would 

inspire ‘noble’, non-vengeful victors. Spanish community newspapers praised 

adherence to these ideals with such accolades as “hidalguía” (gentility), “caballeroso” 

 
44Canel, pp. 178-179. 
45 Canel publicized her views on these matters through correspondence, plays, speeches, newspaper 
articles and her widely available book, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, published in Havana in 1916. The book 
was printed on cheap paper and distributed widely, in part through strategic donations by the author 
herself.  Consequently, this book appears more often in both peninsular Spanish and Cuban collections 
than any other work by Canel.  
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(chivalrous), or “noble” (noble) which were applied to Spaniards or white Cubans 

but only rarely to Yankees or Afro-Cubans.46  

This myth was actively promoted by Spanish elites beginning in 1900, and 

received support from a broad cross-section of the community. 47 Many artisans, 

tobacco workers, and waiters approved of and gave money for monuments in Cuba 

and Spain to commemorate Spanish war heroes and war dead from 1898. For 

example, in 1913 the syndicalist newspaper El Dependiente wrote approvingly of a 

war monument raised in Asturias with money from Spaniards in Cuba to the gallant 

naval captain Fernando Villaamil, killed at Santiago in 1898.48 General Vara de Rey 

served as the principal exemplar of the noble loser for the Spanish community, 

helping keep the myth in the island’s immediate memory. 49 

Anti-memory also played a role in promoting the myth of the noble loser. 

Highlighting positive Spanish aspects of the wars required de-emphasizing wartime 

misconduct. During the Cuban Independence War, Eva Canel countered accounts of 

misdeeds by Spanish troops. She insisted that even pro-Cuban newspapers abroad had 

been forced to recognize the “good heartedness with which the Spanish soldier treats 

 
46 See chapter three. 
47 The period 1898-1899 saw some efforts by Spanish elites along these lines, but nervousness about 
Cuban reactions kept such initiatives at a low profile initially. See chapters one and four. 
48 El Dependiente, 26 Feb. 1913, p. 2. For subscription lists see Diario de la Marina ,  November 1901-
March 1902. The monument was inaugurated in Castropol, Asturias in 1911. For the inauguration and 
fund-raising in Cuba see Diario de la Marina, 5 Sept. 1911 and Castropol - Periódico Decenal, 
Castropol a Fernando Villaamil (Castropol: 1912). 
49 See chapter three. 
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starving families, sharing his bread and rations with them.” 50 After the war, Eva 

Canel preferred to gloss over the issue as much as possible. Canel’s book, for 

example, raised the possibility of Cuban retaliation against Spaniards for war crimes 

against Cuban civilians only to dismiss it. Canel tersely stated, “Fear should be felt by 

he who has committed some crime.”51  Otherwise, Canel ignored Weyler’s 

reconcentration policies and their dire consequences for Cuban civilians.52   

 Spanish community leaders tried to limit public mention of Weyler and other 

aspects of colonial misrule. In 1900, for example, the Correo Español sharply 

attacked the Cuban public schools delegate to the Buffalo Exposition, Francisco P. 

Machado, for speaking about reconcentration. Machado was clearly affected by this 

criticism. He refrained from publishing a book about the subject until 1926, and even 

then took pains to show that his work did not blame the Spanish community. 

Machado stressed that reconcentration was not caused “by the Spanish sentiment in 

Cuba which in fact contributed in a noble and generous manner to mitigate our 

miseries.”53 In 1914, the Cuban newspaper El Reconcentrado complained that its 

anti-Weyler and anti-Polavieja diatribes had cost it newspaper vendors, advertising 

revenue, and subscribers as a result of pressure from the Spanish community.54 One 

 
50 Eva Canel, Discurso pronunciado por Eva Canel en el Casino Español de Mejico en la noche del 25 
de marzo de 1896 (Havana: Imp. La Universal, 1896). 
51Canel, Lo que yo vi , p. 201.  
52 Canel’s omission reflected the fact that she had been a vocal member of the faction that had 
clamored for the installation of hard liner Valeriano Weyler as Captain General.  Moreover, even after 
the war, she continued to consider Weyler a friend and supporter.  
53 Francisco P. Machado, ¡Piedad! Recuerdos de la Reconcentracion, pp. 3-5. 
54 El Reconcentrado , 10 Jan. 1914, p.4 and 21 Jan. 1914, pp. 1, 4. 
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prominent Cuban historian lamented that threatened advertising boycotts by Spanish 

merchants kept him from publishing an anti-Weyler history until 1938.55  

Many Spanish residents shared a particular relationship to the recent past that 

accentuated the positive while refuting or suppressing embarrassing details like 

possible Spanish complicity in the Maine explosion and atrocities against Cuban 

civilians. After 1898, a few embittered Spanish residents went to the extremes of 

shouting “Viva Weyler!” (Long Live Weyler!), but most community efforts centered 

on promoting more attractive figures like Capt. Villaamil and General Vara del Rey.  

56 These true noble losers inspired a variety of Spanish commemorative projects in 

Cuba as well as fund-raising within the Spanish community for 1898-related war 

monuments in Spain.  

 

Honor, Nobility, and the Spanish Crown 

The Spanish crown provided another key unifying element for the post-war 

Spanish community. Royal tributes promoted a shared sense of the past glories, 

present promise, and future destiny of the Spanish people between 1898 and 1931. A 

wide array of Spanish community initiatives celebrated a noble heritage stretching 

 
55 Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Weyler en Cuba. Un Precursor de la Barbarie Fascista  (Havana: 
Páginas, 1947), pp. 11-12. 
56 For example, a Cuban police chief noted that in 1902 a group of striking tobacco workers in Havana 
had to be dispersed after they shouted, “Long Live Spain! Long Live Weyler! Long Live the Spanish 
government! Down with the Republic! Down with [Cuban President] Estrada Palma!”, Alejandro 
Rodriguez, Diario Personal, 22 August 1902, p. 131, Archivo del Museo de la Ciudad de La Habana,  
Fondo de Personalidades, leg. 124. Chapter three looks at Spanish community efforts to develop 
General Vara de Rey as a counter-Weyler. 
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from the “Catholic Queen” Isabel to her “worthy successor” and “Principal 

Gentleman of the Raza,” Alfonso XIII.57 

To defend Spain’s colonial heritage, Eva Canel highlighted Queen Isabel as a 

figure worthy of remembrance and emulation by Spaniards. Canel extolled the 

Catholic Queen’s many virtues in a 1921 speech at the Salesian school (Colegio La 

Salle) in Havana. She explained, “Isabel the First of Castille served as wife, daughter, 

Mother, citizen and woman of her house: as warrior, writer, legislator, Saint and also 

as one who taught governance to the rulers of all times and all countries."58  Isabel’s 

status as a powerful woman undoubtedly increased her personal appeal for Canel, but 

the writer saw the Queen as a useful figure for the community at large. Canel stressed 

Isabel’s role in unifying Spain and sponsoring Columbus as feats that spread the 

Spanish language and Christianity to New World populations.59 Eva Canel promoted 

Alfonso XIII as the worthy inheritor of Isabel’s throne, suggesting a hope that 

perhaps the new monarch might restore at least some of Spain’s past glories.60 

Defending historic Spanish royals proved a difficult task in Cuba during and 

immediately after the Independence War. A Carlos III monument in Havana had its 

hand mutilated in 1896. In 1901, the Catholic Queen was rudely dismounted from her 

pedestal in the plaza of San Antonio de los Baños, a town known for its anti-Spanish 

 
57 Enrique Navarro de Errazquin, Cuba y el Liceo de la Raza (Havana: 1920), pp. 1, 7. 
58Eva Canel, “Isabel la Católica: La mujer y la reina,” conference given 11 June 1921 at the Colegio La 
Salle and reprinted in the Diario de la Marina, 23 July 1921, pp. 10-11.  
59 Regarding Canel’s views on Columbus, see Enrique Zas, Galicia Patria de Colón (Havana: Imp. 
Fernandez y Ca., 1923), p. 283. 
60 Eva Canel, “Un poco tarde”, draft of Diario de la Marina article attached to letter from Eva Canel to 
the royal secretary, Havana, 19 March 1925, Archivo Real, caja 15385, expediente 1. 



 

103 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
sentiment.61 In all, Cuban nationalists took down several royal statues and debated 

changing streets named after royal figures as a way to mark the end of the old 

regime.62  

Despite these incidents, Spanish elites managed to protect most royal reminders of 

the past on the island. The enlightenment king, Carlos III, proved eminently 

defensible because of his good record on Cuban economic development.63 In 1901, 

for example, the Diario de la Marina helped save Carlos III’s statue in Havana from 

removal, insisting that he had been a “good monarch for America.”64 His monument 

stayed on its pedestal, despite various efforts by some Cuban nationalists to have it 

moved.65 Isabel II, an unpopular mid-nineteenth century monarch, fared less well. 

Her statue in Havana’s Central Park was damaged in 1899 when Cuban authorities 

roughly dismounted it to make way for a monument to Martí. However, by 1904 

Cuban authorities were treating her legacy with greater respect as part of the Estrada 

Palma regime’s outreach to the Spanish community.66 Havana city officials handed 

 
61 Eugenio Sánchez de Fuentes y Peláez, Cuba monumental, estatuaria y epigráfica (Havana: Imp. 
Solana y Compañía, 1916), p. 494; Diario de la Marina, 13 Feb. 1901, p. 2.  
62 Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Las calles de la Habana: Bases para su denominación - Restitución de 
nombres antiguos, tradicionales y populares (Havana: Municipio de la Habana, 1936), p. 35. 
63 Louis Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 
65-66. 
64 Diario de la Marina, 13 Feb. 1901, p. 2. 
65 Removal proposals resurfaced in 1924 during a resurgent period of Cuban nationalism. However, the 
eminent Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz echoed the earlier Spanish community defense of Carlos III 
in a plea to the Havana city council to keep the monument in its traditional site. Ortiz petitioned in his 
capacity as president of a respected Cuban intellectual society, the Sociedad Económica de los Amigos 
del País. Diario de la Marina, 7 Feb. 1924, p. 1. 
66 See chapter one. 
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over symbolic objects (coins, maps, etc.) found in her statue’s pedestal with great 

ceremony to Spain’s diplomatic representative.67 

Spanish community elites most easily preserved respect for royal traditions 

through the sympathetic figure of Alfonso XIII. His ‘worthiness’ for many Spanish 

residents stemmed from one quality in particular. The modern king preserved a 

connection to past Spanish glories without any personal link to colonial disasters. He 

was not formally crowned until his birthday on May 17, 1902, shortly before Cuban 

independence on May 20, 1902, a felicitous and not entirely coincidental 

juxtaposition of dates.68  

Alfonso XIII inspired broad outpourings of support from the Spanish 

community  between his coronation in 1902 and his forced exile from Spain in April 

of 1931. His 1902 coronation represented something of a fresh start for the 

community, but without entirely abandoning old traditions. The Spanish diplomatic 

representative used the occasion to host Spain’s first official diplomatic reception in 

Cuba. The most prominent members of the Spanish community -- aristocrats, 

bankers, merchants, mutual aid society directors, newspaper men, and priests -- came 

to the reception to toast the new relationship between the two countries while also 

 
67 Emilio Roig de Leuschenring, “Aventuras y peripecias de las estatuas de Isabel II que existieron en 
el Parque Central,” Arquitectura , July 1942, number 108, p. 257; Havana city council and Minister 
plenipotentiary Gaytan de Ayala, “Acta de Entrega de las reliquias encontradas bajo el pedestal de la 
Estatua de Doña Isabel II,” Havana, 19 Dec. 1904, MAE, H2351. 
68 The formal coronation festivities were actually postponed in Madrid until June 5, but Spanish 
community coverage focused on the more symbolic May 17 date. Carlos Serrano, Nacimiento del 
Carmen: Símbolos, mitos y nación (Madrid: Taurus, 1999), p. 221. 
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renewing their cultural allegiance to the Spanish throne.69 The reception’s 

importance extended beyond Havana. The Spanish community newspaper in Santiago 

reported on it at length, paying particular attention to the guest list, as part of its 

extensive coverage of the “Great Day.”70  

Spanish elites used the coronation reception and similar tributes to Alfonso 

XIII to reinforce their sense of themselves as a leadership group linked to the highest 

noble traditions of Spain. For example, for the Spanish royal wedding of 1906, some 

2500 of the most prominent Spaniards across the island signed a handsome 176-page 

signature album as a wedding present to the king. 71 Annual festivities for the king’s 

birthday in May and saint’s day in January filled a similar function for community 

elites in Havana, Matanzas, Mayarí and other towns.72  

Homages to Alfonso XIII extended across class lines within the Spanish 

community. Spanish ind ividuals from humble cane cutters and convicted prisoners to 

tobacco magnates and titled aristocrats sent hundreds of letters to the Spanish royal 

family between 1902 and 1931 to pay homage, offer gifts, and request aid or 

souvenirs.73 In a typical example, in 1915 the Spanish engineer at Mercedita Sugar 

 
69 Diario de la Marina, 18 May 1902, p. 2. 
70 La Colonia Española , Santiago, 17 May 1902 and 27 May 1902, p. 2. 
71 Colonia Española de Cuba, A S.M.C. El Rey de España Don Alfonso XIII la Colonia Española de 
Cuba con ocasión de su matrimonio con S.A.R. la Princesa Victoria Eugenia de Battenberg  (Havana: 
1906). Held at the Biblioteca Real, this album represents the best single source for directors and board 
members of Spanish societies in Cuba in 1906. 
72 Casino Español de Matanzas, Memoria de la Directiva 1909 (Matanzas: Imp. La Pluma de Oro, 
1909), p. 8; Minis ter plenipotentiary to Foreign Minister, Havana, 13 Dec. 1913, no. 251, MAE, 1431, 
Correspondencia de Legación, 1913; Diario de la Marina, 30 Jan. 1920, afternoon edition, p. 6 and 18 
May 1920, p. 1. 
73 Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, general correspondence boxes from 1902 to 1931. 
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Mill asked for a signed photo of the king on behalf of his 318 Spanish workers.74 It 

seems likely that these workers did in fact want the photo as other Spanish workers 

paid homage to Alfsono XIII directly.75 Moreover, the anarchist newspaper Rebelión 

grumbled about the king’s popularity among Spanish workers in Cuba.76  

Support for Alfonso XIII within the Spanish community decreased somewhat 

over the course of his reign. In particular, his acceptance of Miguel Primo de Rivera’s 

coup in 1923 encouraged the rise of republican sentiment among some Spanish 

groups in Cuba. Most notably, Catalan separatists escalated their anti-Alfonso XIII 

rhetoric, because of his association with the dictator Primo de Rivera who repressed 

Catalan culture and political aspirations.77 Republican factions also arose within 

Spanish societies as did separate republican clubs. These became more active as the 

monarchy came under increasing attack in Spain after the fall of Primo de Rivera in 

1929. In 1930, for example, a loyal monarchist in Havana sent the king anti-Alfonsine 

propaganda produced by the Alianza Republicana Española de Cuba.78  

Despite this rise in anti-royalist sentiment, Alfonso XIII remained popular 

among  Spanish residents and institutions in Cuba. In 1926, Tiburcio Castañeda, a 

 
74 Francisco José Diaz Yugo to Alfonso XIII, Central Mercedita, Melena del Sur (Province of Havana), 
19 Jan. 1915, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15371/4-7. The engineer did receive the photo, albeit 
an older one of lesser quality. 
75 For example, the president of the sponge cutters union in Batabanó asked for a signed book from the 
king for his library in 1929. Ramón León to Alfonso XIII, Batabanó, 4 June 1929, Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15299/2. 
76Rebelión , 3 Feb. 1909, pp. 2-3 and 31 March 1909, p. 2. 
77 Nova Catalunya : Jan. 1925, p. 25; Feb. 1928, p. 6; March 1928, p. 17. Raymond Carr, Spain 1808-
1975 (New York: Oxford University Press, second edition, 1982), p. 564. 
78 Pedro Flores y Carrillo to Alfonso XIII, Havana, 25 Aug. 1930, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 
15311 
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patriotic writer and civil engineer affiliated with the Diario de la Marina, hastened 

to assure the palace that most Spanish newspapers in Cuba remained loyal. 79 In a 

similar vein, the editor of the Spanish society section for the Cuban daily El País sent 

press clippings about homages to Alfonso XIII organized by España Integral, a pro-

royalist organization of conservative Spanish elites in Havana.80 Events in 1929 like 

the World’s Fair in Seville and the death of the queen mother helped maintain popular 

affection for Alfonso XIII in Cuba.81 Indeed, there was even a serious effort backed 

by President Machado in 1929 to erect a monument to Alfonso XIII in Havana.82 

Alfonso XIII served the Spanish community as a valuable Janus-faced symbol 

connecting past and future. In 1909, for example, the Diario de la Marina reported on 

a celebration of Alfonso XIII’s saint’s day in Guanajay. The festivity proved that 

“Spain begins, not ends…and begins here in America with the only conquest worthy 

of those who spilled their treasures of blood to avoid having to bow down before any 

conqueror [i.e. the United States].” The “only conquest” referred to hearts and minds 

still loyal to the idea of Spain embodied by the king. 

 
79 Tiburcio Castañeda to royal secretary, Havana, 1 Jan. 1926, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 
15396/1. 
80 Miguel Roldán to royal secretary, Havana, 24 Jan. 1926, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 
15402/1. 
81 The expo inspired several Spanish residents and organizations to send homages to Alfonso XIII. See, 
for example, Benigno Noval to Alfonso XIII, Havana, 14 May, 1929, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso 
XIII, 15303. For homages on the death of the queen mother in 1929, see Casino Español, Memoria 
1929 (Havana: Imp. La Habanera, 1929), pp. 13-15. 
82 Report on telegram given to the press by the Cuban ambassador in Madrid regarding the Alfonso 
XIII monument proposal, 14 Jan. 1929, USDS 837.413/41. This monument idea was initially promoted 
by the Diario de la Marina beginning in 1922 when it published surveys of prominent Spanish 
community and Cuban figures to see if they would support the idea. The Depression, rising Cuban 
nationalism, and the fall of Alfonso XIII prevented the project from coming to fruition. Diario de la 
Marina: 21-25 Oct. and  1, 5, 26 Nov. 1922, all page four. 
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Alfonso XIII also provided a touchstone for a sense of  true nobility that 

combined a defense of the motherland with a fervent allegiance to the Spanish crown 

and aristocratic values generally. In May of 1923, the Diario de la Marina dedicated 

a special deluxe edition, the Album del Rey, to Alfonso XIII that underscored the 

monarch’s true nobility by emphasizing his coolness under fire during assassination 

attempts, his mercy towards his attackers, and his charitable works.83 Numerous 

appeals to the royal palace indicated a belief that the king represented the ultimate 

arbiter in the arena of honor and patriotism, and one accessible to all Spaniards, not 

just a few privileged bloodlines. In this regard, Eva Canel and other residents 

petitioned the royal palace for noble titles and royal medals for Spaniards in Cuba 

whose deeds they felt merited royal distinction or wrote to criticize particular 

recipients of such recognition as unworthy. 84  

The potential accessibility of true nobility represented an important part of its 

allure. Eva Canel yearned for a noble title of her own and lobbied, unsuccessfully, 

until the end of her life to obtain one that had been promised her during the war.85 

 
83 Diario de la Marina, Album del Rey: Homenaje del Diario de la Marina de la Habana a S.M. el Rey 
Don Alfonso XIII, (Havana: 1923), p. 22. 
84 For example, in 1928 the Centro Asturiano, Club Belmontino, and Club Gradense jointly petitioned 
that a wealthy benefactress, Concepción Fernandez Heres Palacio Muñiz y Rodríguez San Pedro, be 
given the title of marchioness for her charity work. In a less lofty vein, the Hijos de Cabranes asked 
that royal honors of some kind be given to an educator at their school. Royal secretary to José Simón, 
Madrid, 15 Dec. 1928, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15290/3; Angel Palacios to Alfonso XIII, 
Havana, 30 April 1930, Archivo Real, 15317/2. Canel protested that the Centro Gallego did not live up 
to its royal designation as “Muy Ilustre” (very illustrious), granted in 1924, and that a Spanish resident 
who received a “Gran Cruz de Beneficencia” was actually a scoundrel.  Canel to royal secretary, 
Havana, 14 May 1925, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15385.  
85Weyler and other backers had apparently suggested that she be made marchioness of Rodas, a town 
in Cuba. Ambassador Agüera to royal secretary, Havana, 4 June 1928, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso 
XIII, 15415/1. 
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Other promoters of Spanish patriotism in the community achieved greater success. 

Most notably, Nicolás Rivero was made a count in 1919 shortly before his death, and 

Tiburcio Castañeda became a marquis in 1928.86   

Spanish residents also eagerly sought royal medals. These proved easier to 

attain than noble titles, but still conveyed useful cachet.  In 1923, for example, several 

locally prominent Spaniards in Cienfuegos received the Cross of Isabel la Católica.87 

Elite desire for such honors was evidently widespread. In 1909, one anarchist 

newspaper jeered at the way Spanish community newspaper editors and writers 

scrambled to show their patriotism in the hopes of receiving one.88 In 1928, a Cuban 

congressman, Carlos Manuel de la Cruz, derided these “ridiculous crosses and 

inadequate titles” as “paying reverence to a past painful for any Cuban.”89 Yet, for 

many Spanish elites royal honors provided a positive and socially prestigious 

connection to the past.90  

 
86 Nicolás Rivero, Con la espada y con la pluma, p. 241; Nova Catalunya, May 1928, p. 4. 
87 One of the recipients, Juan G. Pumariega, was also prominent in the general Spanish community 
because he had held high positions in the Banco Español and Casino Español de la Habana and wrote 
for the Diario de la Marina. During the colonial period, he had headed the Firemen’s brigade in 
Cienfuegos.  La Correspondencia, Cienfuegos, 1 March 1923, p. 1; Diario de la Marina, 20 Dec. 
1921.  
88 Tierra, Havana, 9 Jan. 1909, p. 3. 
89 Carlos Manuel de la Cruz, speech before the Cuban House of Representatives, Havana, 20 March 
1928, reprinted in Nova Catalunya, April 1928, no 322, pp. 4-7. This was a period of rising Cuban 
nationalis m that objected to many manifestations of Spanishness. Carlos Manuel de la Cruz was a 
member of the Conservative Party and an outspoken foe of President Machado. His anti-Spanish 
diatribes sought to gain popular Cuban support and delegitimize Machado who had cozy relations with 
the Spanish community. This Catalan separatist publication reprinted the congressman’s views because 
of its opposition to Alfonso XIII and Spanish patriotism generally. 
90 Adelardo Novo, director of the Diario Español, greatly appreciated his “Naval Cross, 2nd class” 
awarded for his efforts in organizing the lavish reception of the Spanish naval vessel Nautilus in 
Havana in 1908. He felt that the medal helped increase his popularity within the Spanish community. 
Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 47. 
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Desire for some tangible recognition from the crown went beyond a few 

elites and was not limited to royal titles and medals. The Bacardí rum company 

sought permission to display a royal seal of approval in order to sell more rum. 91 The 

Iberia Foot Ball Club in Havana asked for and received permission to become the 

“Real (Royal) Iberia Foot Ball Club” with the king as its honorary president.92 Most 

importantly, dozens of Spanish mutual aid societies and social clubs, large and small, 

sought some physical connection to the Spanish crown through signed photos, flags, 

books, and other royal souvenirs which  were prominently displayed in their buildings 

if granted.93  

Even the smallest Spanish societies made heavy use of symbols of authority 

such as titles of offices, flags, seals, constitutions, and coats of arms to enhance their 

 
91 This was a Cuban company, but it deliberately sought to appeal to the patriotism of Spanish waiters 
and bar tenders in Cuba. See chapter one and Pedro Lay, deputy director of Compañía Ron Bacardí, to 
Mario García Kohly, Cuban ambassador in Madrid, Santiago de Cuba, 7 July 1927, Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15415/2.  
92 Royal secretary to president of Iberia Foot Ball Club, Madrid, 19 Oct. 1925, Archivo Real, Fondo 
Alfonso XIII,  8821/13. For the popularity of this sport among Spaniards in Havana, see Aurelio 
Francos Lauredo, La memoria compartida: Asturianos en Cuba (Avilés, Asturias: Azucel, 1997), pp. 
65-84. 
93 The Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago requested a Spanish flag from the palace in 1902, 
Centro de la Colonia Española, Actas , 25 Feb. 1901-1Aug, 1902, p. 27, APS, fondo colonia española, 
leg. 2. Spanish Casinos in Havana, Matanzas, and Madruga asked for signed royal photos as did the 
Club Madrileño in Havana and Colonias Españolas in Sagua la Tánamo and Guantánamo. The Centro 
Montañes asked for books from the royal library. Some of the smallest and least socially prestigious 
groups like the Casino in Madruga had their requests denied. Laureano Falla Gutiérrez, president of 
Casino Español de la Habana, to royal secretary, Havana, 25 Dec. 1926, 15407/4; José del Castillo, 
diplomat at Spanish Embassy, to royal secretary regarding Madruga request, Havana, 13 Aug. 1927, 
15407/4; Ambassador Agüera to royal secretary regarding thanks from Casino Español de Matanzas, 
Havana, 24 March 1928, 15414/2; Conde de Las Navas, royal librarian, to royal secretary, Madrid, 
15395/1; Emilio Soldevilla, secretary general of Club Madrileño, to royal secretary, Havana, 18 April 
1928, 15414/3. 
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members’ sense of participation and self- importance.94 Displaying some kind of 

direct link to the Spanish royals proved especially potent in this regard for many 

Spanish organizations in Cuba. Alfonso XIII provided a vital connection to Spanish 

honor and a “suitable past.” 

 

At the Margins of True Nobility 

The Spanish community in Cuba defined itself in part by what it opposed or 

excluded. “Yankees” represented a key foil as did Afro-Cubans, if to a lesser extent.  

However, the Spanish community’s boundaries were not purely national and racial 

but also involved gender to some degree as well. In its institutional life, this organized 

community had a predominantly masculine character that relegated women to the 

background. 

Opposition to the “Yankees” helped define Spanishness in Cuba.  Specifically, 

the Spanish noble loser stood in sharp contrast to the ignoble victor of 1898: the 

United States.95  Eva Canel, for example, could not deny U.S. material superiority, 

but she dismissed the moral significance of U.S. victories in Cuba. In a 1915 Diario 

de la Marina article, Canel noted that the “Yankee” victories “did not bring them 

glory but rather infinite advantages, not only in Cuba alone but in Spanish-America as 

 
94 Jose C. Moya notes that this was the case in Buenos Aires as well. Moya, Cousins and Strangers: 
Spanish Immigrants in Buenos Aires, p. 298. 
95 This was true as well in Spain. See, for example, Florencio T. León Gutiérrez, España sin sus 
colonias: El desastre del 98 visto desde Extremadura por un militar (Cáceres: Cicón ediciones, 1999). 
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a whole.”96  The “Yankees” did not merit glory because they did not comport 

themselves as noble victors.   

Of course, Spanish residents varied their reactions to the United States 

depending on circumstances.  Some Spanish residents expressed anger and bitterness 

towards the United States during and immediately after the war years. In 1896, Eva 

Canel dismissed a key speech by Senator Sherman on U.S. policy towards the 

insurgents as mere “ladridos” (barks) and “regüeldos pestilentes” (foul belches).97  In 

early June of 1898, U.S. warships arrived to blockade Santiago, and a mob of young 

Spaniards responded by vandalizing a tailor shop simply because it was named the 

“United States.”98 In October, the Unión Constitucional asserted that Spain’s 

surrender to the United States doomed Cuban independence aspirations. U.S. 

ambition and greed would never let the island go. The newspaper warned Cubans that 

the “Saxon race does not scruple at any means to arrive at its end…ambitious and 

vain, it is the antithesis of the Latin race.”99  

Other Spaniards adopted a more pragmatic approach towards the United 

States in the wake of the 1898 surrender. In September of 1898, the Unión 

Constitucional bitterly noted how quickly the Diario de la Marina staff switched 

from insulting “Yankees” to trying to ingratiate themselves with U.S. officials, even 

 
96 Eva Canel, “Desde Oriente”, Diario de la Marina, afternoon edition,  Havana, 6 July 1915, p. 6. 
97 Eva Canel, Discurso pronunciado por Eva Canel en el Casino Español de Mejico. 
98 The mob hurled the shop’s “United States” sign into a pool of excrement. José Joaquín Hernandez y 
Mancebo, “Memorias de un bloqueado,” in Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de Santiago, vol. 10, p. 321. 
99 Manuel Morphy, “Politiquería”, La Unión Constitucional , Havana, 1 October 1898, morning edition, 
p.2. 
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to the point of including an English- language section. 100 Many prominent Spaniards 

sought protection and favor from U.S. authorities during the first intervention and 

even espoused annexationist views between 1898 and 1902. One American observer 

noted in a letter to a friend, “The Spaniards to a man want only annexation.”101 This 

represented a bit of an exaggeration, but did capture a significant strain of thought 

within the Spanish community at the time.102 

Many Spanish residents revealed a similar degree of practicality at other tense 

moments in Cuban politics. For example, Spanish property owners were the largest, 

and most successful, bloc of petitioners to a U.S. commission set up in the second 

occupation to settle damage claims stemming from the August Revolution of 1906.103 

In 1911, the  Taft administration came down on the side of Spanish office holders 

threatened with expulsion from their posts by a movement of Liberation Army 

veterans led by General Emilio Nuñez. 104 More broadly, Spaniards entered into 

business relationships with Americans, and the major mutual aid societies let in many 

American members.105 

 
100 La Unión Constitucional, 9 Sept. 1898, p. 2. 
101 W. G. Beal letter to Edwin F. Atkins, Cienfuegos, 12 Sept. 1898, cited in Edwin F. Atkins, Sixty 
Years in Cuba (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1926), p. 289. 
102 See chapter one. 
103 Liberals destroyed over $1.3 million worth of foreign property as part of an effort to trigger U.S. 
intervention after Estrada Palma’s supporters stole the election. Some 15,000 foreign claimants sought 
redress. Spanish property holders received the largest amount, $400,000, accorded by the commission 
to foreign nationals. Diario de la Marina, 24 March 1908, p. 12. 
104 Hugh Gibson at U.S. legation in Havana to Secretary of State, Havana, 1 Dec. 1911, Taft 
Presidential Papers, series 6, reel 378, section 296. 
105 Chapter one and Irene Wright, Cuba, p. 161. 
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 Spanish opposition to “Yankee” influence co-existed with efforts to curry 

favor from Americans. For example, Nicolás Rivero flirted with annexationism in 

1901 and two years later supported the foundation of a delegation in Cuba of the 

Unión Ibero-Americana, an organization devoted to uniting the Spanish-speaking 

world against U.S. imperialism.106 In the second occupation, prominent Spaniards 

petitioned the U.S. claims commission and gave handsome gifts to provisional 

governor Magoon. 107 However, the Spanish major societies and newspapers also 

produced an outpouring of support for the visit of a Spanish naval vessel (the first 

since 1898) as a way to thumb their noses at the U.S. presence.108 These choices did 

not reflect hypocrisy so much as the multiple and contingent nature of identity.  

Spanish resentment of U.S. influence also represented a useful way to appeal 

to white Cuban elites. Eva Canel used the “Yankee” threat to Hispanic honor and 

cultural glory as a basis for reaching out to noble Cuban victors as offspring of Spain.  

To this end, Canel drew on her good friend José Martí, the “Apostle” of Cuban 

independence, to support her jaundiced view of the “Yankees.” In a lengthy section of 

Lo que yo vi en Cuba, Canel stressed that she and Martí had enjoyed a close 

friendship in which skepticism regarding the United States served as one of the main 

ideas drawing them together.109   

 
106 Diario de la Marina, 29 Dec. 1903, p. 2. 
107 See chapter one. 
108 See chapter four. 
109 In a peculiar twist of fate, the two apparently became good friends while in New York in 1891.  See 
Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, pp. 173, 202-215. 
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The ideal of “Latin” unity versus the “Anglo-Saxons” found support with 

many creoles after independence, especially during moments of U.S. intervention. In 

1907, Alejandro Rodríguez wrote in his diary that Havana’s mayor, Julio de Cárdenas 

y Rodríguez, had confessed a change of heart to him. The mayor had been an 

annexationist but “now that he had known Americans up close he had changed, and 

believes that annexation might help the land but it would hurt the Cuban race.”110 

Spanish community initiatives celebrating Hispanic culture and heritage helped salve 

creole pride during the first U.S. occupation, second occupation, and Crowder 

intervention. In 1908, for example, the Havana city council enthusiastically agreed to 

attend the inauguration of a monument to Cervantes. In Cuba, Cervantes often served 

as a symbol of Hispanic linguistic defiance against American influence. To 

underscore this point, the Diario Español urged that the statue’s inauguration take 

place on Cuban independence day. 111 In short, the Hispanic race could find unity and 

definition in opposition to the United States which served as the chief threat and foil 

to both noble Spanish losers and noble Cuban victors.112 

 
110 Alejandro Rodríguez, Diario Personal, 19 May 1907, Archivo del Museo de la Ciudad, Fondo de 
Personalidades, leg. 204, exp. 6, 16 May-8 July, 1907.  
111 Havana city council, Actas , 30 Oct. 1908, p. 133; Diario Español, 14 April 1908, p. 1. Language 
policy represented an area of contention between U.S. officials and Cuban hispanophiles. In 1915, a 
U.S. diplomat in Havana complained bitterly about the decision by Cuba’s Education Minister, Mario 
García Kohly (perhaps the most pro-Spanish Cuban politician), to bar English-language instruction in 
public schools. U.S. vice-consul Wolcott to Secretary of State, Havana, 15 Sept. 1915, USDS 
837.42/7.  The Cervantes monument was formally unveiled in Havana on 1 Nov. 1908. Diario de la 
Marina, 1 Nov. 1908, p. 5. 
112Subsequent chapters explore other major initiatives along these lines. See in particular, chapters 
three and four. 
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Afro-Cubans  

The Spanish community excluded Afro-Cubans from its historical propaganda 

and institutional life.113  In addressing Cuban noble victors, Spanish community 

leaders reached out primarily to white Cuban males of Spanish descent. At best, a few 

Afro-Cuban generals like Antonio Maceo or Quintín Banderas merited inclusion, 

because they were too outstanding to leave out.114 In general, however, Spanish 

community propaganda tended to efface the martial qualities central to the noble 

victor/noble loser framework from depictions of Afro-Cubans. This tendency shared 

many similarities with efforts by white Cubans and U.S. authorities to downplay the 

significance of the contributions made by Afro-Cuban soldiers and officers during the 

war years so as to deny them their, in historian Aline Helg’s term, “rightful share” of 

post-war opportunities and recognition. 115 

During the Independence War, Eva Canel dutifully aided a Spanish 

propaganda campaign that raised the specter of a race war waged by Cuba’s 

“uncivilized” black population with the help of a few foreigners and “savage 

whites.”116  After the war, Canel promoted a more harmonious vision that saw the 

African and Spanish races as being “intimately linked” rather than sharply divided. As 

 
113 Chapter seven discusses negative Spanish reactions to immigrants of African descent from Jamaica 
and Haiti. 
114 For example, on the 1905 anniversary of Maceo’s death the Diario de la Marina compared him to a 
Spanish military hero, Daoiz y Velarde, from the Napoleonic invasion era. Quintín Banderas also 
received Spanish tributes. See Diario de la Marina, 8 Dec. 1905, p. 3 and 9  May 1915, p. 20. 
115 Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: The Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995). 
116 Canel, Discurso pronunciado por Eva Canel en el Casino Español de Mejico.  For analyses of the 
general nature and consequences of this kind of racial propaganda see Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share; 
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a result, the writer expressed shock and disgust in 1915 when she witnessed a drunk 

Spaniard shouting “Viva España” while fighting with a “negro.”117  

 For the most part, Canel’s depictions ascribed passive roles to Afro-Cubans 

as witnesses rather than actors.  One old man in Baracoa served to testify to the 

wartime heroics of Canel’s son. In another instance, Canel claimed that an Afro-

Cuban woman named Santa told her, “We women of color owe you so much! You 

were the first white woman to dignify us in Cuba.” In this story, Canel appears as the 

gracious principal to an appreciative audience of Cuban “women of color.” Afro-

Cuban veterans and other “manly” spirits were largely effaced from Canel’s writings 

despite her assertion that “I do not judge on the basis of color.”118  

Canel feared that some young Afro-Cubans might fall under the baneful 

influence of the ignoble Yankees. In this vein, she disparaged one Afro-Cuban boy 

who earned tips as a guide to the Santiago battlefield sites. Canel criticized him for 

parroting distorted U.S. versions of the battle. She particularly disliked the recounting 

by the “negrito” of one account that featured duplicitous Spaniards using a hospital 

emblazoned with a very large red cross flag as a fort.119  Despite the actual wartime 

heroism and post-war political activism of so many Afro-Cubans, Canel relegated 

them in her writings to the largely passive role of observers rather than participants in 

the noble loser/noble victor framework.  

 
and Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999). 
117 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, pp. 143, 175. 
118 Canel, pp. 236, 351.  
119 Canel, p. 198. 
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Exclusion of Afro-Cubans represented a significant aspect of the organized 

Spanish community in general. As noted in chapter one, almost all Spanish 

organizations had whiteness as their most basic and unchanging requirement for 

membership. This color bar extended to temporary access to society services and 

facility. In 1918, a board member at the Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago 

reported, “It is said that there is a person of color in our hospital. This situation should 

be corrected calling it to the attention of the Director, since it could cause great harm 

for our society.” This same organization voted down a proposal to invite guests to the 

society’s October 12 celebration “without distinction of races.” October 12 

represented a holiday “purely for Spaniards.”120  

Racist views were common in the Spanish community. One immigrant who 

arrived in Havana in 1920 at the age of 13 later recounted one of his first impressions 

of Cuba at the Triscornia Immigration Station: “The first thing that surprised me was 

seeing a black person; like the majority of Spanish emigrants, I had never seen a 

person of that color.” The immigrant was so taken aback that he left the dining hall 

upon seeing the Afro-Cuban food distributor.121  

In at least one case, this kind of encounter with an Afro-Cuban ‘other’ resulted 

in racial neurosis. A patient at the Centro Asturiano hospital burst into the director’s 

office “saying horrible things: that Asturians had been born in the Congo and that if 

 
120 Centro de Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 10 Feb. 1918, p. 107 and 13 Sept. 1921, p. 399, 
APS, fondo colonia española, leg. 5. 
121 Aurelio Francos Lauredo, Asturianos en Cuba, p. 28. 
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they looked white it was by painting themselves.122 The director’s response is 

perhaps the more informative side of the encounter. He chose to recount this incident 

to an interviewer as one of the strangest cases he had encountered. For the director, 

this conflation of Spanishness and Africanness was truly bizarre. 

Racism was not universal within the community. Some Spanish anarchists 

succeeded in placing class loyalties above racial divisions. In this regard, a 1911 U.S. 

report on anarchists in Cuba observed that one agitator from Andalucia moved about 

in company “with a mulatto called Manuel Piedra.”123 In addition, a few Spanish 

institutions also engaged in a kind of tokenism that went against the general whites-

only trend in the organized community. In 1924, some (but not all) members of a 

small-town branch of the Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago in Palmarito de 

Canto petitioned the central board to have their doctor -- Dr. Valverde -- removed 

because he belonged to the “raza de color.” Surprisingly, the board proved 

unsympathetic, pointing out that the statutes said nothing about the race of doctors, 

only members.124 Perhaps more significantly, the Diario de la Marina hired at least 

one Afro-Cuban journalist, Gustavo Urrutia, and printed articles by him under his 

own byline.125 

 
122 Candido Posado, Asturias en Cuba: Entrevistas (Havana: 1931). 
123 U.S. Minister Jackson to Secretary of State, Havana, 13 July 1911, USDS, 837.108/2. It is unclear 
how widespread this kind of cooperation was within the anarchist movement, although precedents 
certainly existed going back to the late colonial period. See Joan Casanovas, Bread or Bullets! Urban 
Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998). 
124 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 10 Dec. 1924,  p. 77, APS, Fondo colonia 
española, leg. 8, 1924-1927. This appears to have been an isolated example. 
125 For example, see Gustavo Urrutia, “Raza y Nación” in Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario 
(Havana: 1932), p. 69. 
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 The Diario de la Marina’s coverage of Afro-Cuban issues and activities 

tended to waver between paternalism, veiled racism, and outright racism, with the 

latter most evident during and after the 1912 Race War.126 In 1901 and 1902, the 

newspaper gave space to some Afro-Cuban veterans’ protests regarding the Platt 

Amendment.127 This decision may have been influenced by the Diario de la Marina’s 

desire to contrast Spanish generosity towards Afro-Cubans with the harshness of U.S. 

racism.128 

 Between 1907 and 1912, the Diario de la Marina’s tone became harder and 

less respectful regarding Afro-Cuban voices in response to Ernesto Estenoz’s political 

agitation on behalf of Afro-Cubans. Several articles attacked his efforts directly.129 

Others used more subtle methods to undermine him and Afro-Cubans generally. In 

1908, the Diario published a letter from Estenoz promoting a pension for the widow 

and orphans of Quintín Banderas, but appended a note at the bottom to remind 

readers that the general’s illegitimate children would have to be supported too, a sly 

way to undermine the prestige of Estenoz’s initiative.130  In 1912, the Diario de la 

Marina firmly supported the crushing of the Partido Independiente de Color led by 

 
126 This section focuses on the Diario de la Marina because of its importance within the organized 
community and because currently it represents the most accessible Spanish community newspaper over 
the longest span of time, providing the best sample for comparison. 
127 Diario de la Marina: 2 April 1901, p. 2; 15 Aug. 1901, p. 2; 4 June 1902, p. 2. 
128 These sentiments emerge clearly in articles published later. See Diario de la Marina, 13 Aug. 1903, 
p. 2. and 17 March 1906, p. 6. 
129 Diario de la Marina, 6 Aug. 1907, p. 3 and 3 Sept. 1907, p. 3. 
130 Diario de la Marina, 27 March 1908, afternoon edition, p. 4. Accusations of lewd behavior had 
been levied at Banderas previously by white Cubans to discredit him. Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: 
Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898, pp. 173-178.  
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Estenoz, and disseminated harshly racist stories then and in the years immediately 

afterwards.131  

 Some of this negative tone carried over into the 1920s, although the Diario de 

la Marina’s racism became more veiled. For example, an article about problems in 

Camagüey ended its lead paragraph about a smallpox outbreak with “these muddy, 

pestilent streets represent a permanent source of infection.” The next paragraph 

began, “The racial problem has risen up again.” The latter referred to Afro-Cuban 

protests about being excluded from memorial ceremonies honoring the great Afro-

Cuban general Antonio Maceo.132 The language and order suggested at least an 

unconscious association of Afro-Cuban political demands with disease and infection. 

 Spanish community reactions to Afro-Cubans featured a range of individual 

variations and changes over time in response to political and economic developments. 

The most consistent and widespread characteristic of racial perceptions in the 

organized community was that Spanish institutional life by definition excluded Afro-

Cubans. This was not an inherently oppositional formulation in the way Latins versus 

Anglo-Saxons was, but this racial exclusion did represent at least as important an 

element of the Spanish imagined community as criticism of ignoble Yankees. 

 
131 See Aline Helg for media reactions in general to the Partido Independiente de Color, Aline Helg, 
Our Rightful Share . 
132 Diario de la Marina, 16 Dec. 1921, p. 1. 
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Women 

The organized community in Cuba had a predominantly masculine character in its 

historical perspectives and institutional life. Spanish women fit uneasily into the 

noble loser-noble victor framework because it emphasized manliness and martial  

vigor. Eva Canel faced difficulties in this regard as she sought equality with male 

Spanish elites on the basis of noble loser qualities which many in the community saw 

as masculine. Canel’s prominence in traditionally male spheres like journalism, 

politics and war left her open to accusations of being an unnatural woman, one who 

might even dare to blow up a battleship.  

The myth of the noble loser emphasized masculine qualities like virility, honor, 

and martial prowess as key defining characteristics.133  As a result, public 

participation by women in the articulation and advocacy of this identity threatened 

established gender norms.  A 1906 signature album proves suggestive in this regard in 

its almost complete dismissal of women as active leaders of the community and in its 

denial of a proactive link between women and the touchstone of Spanish nobility – 

the crown.  Compiled as a demonstration of support for Alfonso XIII on the occasion 

of his wedding, the album sought to include the signatures of all the leaders of the 

island’s Spanish community. Of the roughly 2500 signatures, only two of them came 

from women, Carmelina Ibaseta and Mercedes Vieito Bouza. Both were journalists at 

 
133 This was not unique to Spanish national identity.  Sarah Radcliffe and Sallie Westwood note that 
“nationalisms – and generally national identities – are imagined brotherhoods” which depend on 
“masculinized memory.”  Sarah Radcliffe and Sallie Westwood, Remaking the Nation: Place, Identity 
and Politics in Latin America  (New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 135. 
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the Unión Española, although Vieito Bouza later became an important figure at the 

Eco de Galicia.134  These two women were exceptional. The 1907 census listed 211 

native white male journalists to only four native white female journalists; the foreign 

white tally was 96 men to one woman. 135 

 Some of the critiques of Eva Canel by her enemies reveal explicitly gendered 

reactions. A peninsular writer and geographer named Gonzalo de Reparaz scoffed at 

“the fury of an ultramarine Amazon named Eva Canel who announced to all the good 

Spaniards her intent to travel to the peninsula to cut off some of my more interesting 

appendages.”136 This denigrating remark was reprinted in 1921 by a Catalan separatist 

magazine in Havana, Nova Catalunya, that disliked Canel’s fervent Spanish 

patriotism. The passage graphically invokes an image of Canel as a furious 

“Amazon” transgressing the normal bounds of appropriate behavior by emasculating 

her foe, Gonzalo de Reparaz. 137 In 1928, Nova Catalunya derided Canel in its own 

 
134 Since Eva Canel had not yet returned to Cuba, it is unclear whether she would have been included, 
but most likely not.  Colonia Española de Cuba, “A S.M.C. El Rey de España Don Alfonso XIII la 
Colonia Española de Cuba”; Eco de Galicia, 3 March 1918, p. 1. 
135 Victor H. Olmsted and Henry Gannet, Cuba: Population, History and Resources 1907 (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1909), p. 256. The 1919 census found 536 white Cuban male 
journalists to three women and 298 foreign white male journalists to nine foreign white women. Angel 
C. Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919, p. 666.  
136Nova Catalunya, May 1921, no. 239, p. 29. This remark originally appeared in a book published in 
Spain by Gonzalo de Reparaz in a section about his adventures in Cuba in 1895.  
137 The tiff between Reparaz and Canel arose originally from his press attacks on Captain General 
Weyler in 1897 which were sufficiently fierce to land Reparaz in prison in Spain. It is also possible 
that Reparaz’s post-war view that Spanish glory would be found in Morocco rather than in the 
Americas contributed to the disagreement. Gonzalo de Reparaz, Lo que pudo hacer España en 
Marruecos (Barcelona: Oficinas de Propaganda CNT FAI, 1937). 
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words as “Doña Eva Canel – the blustery and fervent Amazon of the military 

parades of those ‘glorious’ times of la Chambre.”138  

Eva Canel’s friends also provided revealing examples of the existence of a 

gendered sense of Spanishness.  Some of these ostensible supporters betrayed doubts 

about the appropriateness of the writer’s public advocacy, and did so across the broad 

arc of her career. Of course, the political context changed greatly between her war-

time prominence and final years in Havana; the 1890s witnessed the defense and end 

of colonial rule while the 1920s generating growing criticism of Canel’s kind of 

exalted Spanish patriotism by Cuban nationalists, Spanish republicans, and Spanish 

regional separatists. However, the gender norms she had to cope with remained 

largely the same. 

 In September of 1898, the Unión Constitucional bid Eva Canel a fond farewell 

and reflected on the breadth and importance of her propaganda efforts on Spain’s 

behalf.  According to the paper, Canel revealed “a zeal worthy of a manly character 

[carácter varonil].”139  The passage suggests that only by promoting Canel to the 

status of an honorary man could she legitimately engage in the public sphere. In 

similar fashion, a coalition of Asturian social clubs in Cuba complimented Canel as a 

“Quijote in skirts” in a 1927 petition to the royal palace on her behalf. This 

 
138Nova Catalunya, May 1928, no. 323, p. 4.  
139Unión Constitutional, 10 September 1898, afternoon edition, p. 1. 
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description insinuated that her various activities made her a man (and a rather 

eccentric one at that) beneath her female attire.140   

Eva Canel recognized that her advocacy risked crossing a boundary of social 

acceptability, especially her public speaking.  Consequently, she often took pains to 

preface her speeches with self-deprecating remarks about a woman addressing men.  

This care emerges clearly in a speech she gave to the “Casino Español” in Mexico 

City on behalf of Cuba’s Spanish community. Canel reassured the audience, “You all 

are not going to be less manly for having listened to a woman, nor am I going to 

cease being a woman, and a Spanish woman at that, for having spoken to you.”141   

Although aware of her tenuous place in the public sphere, Eva Canel never openly 

criticized the prevailing social norms that made this the case. Occasionally, however, 

the writer expressed private doubts about the fairness of gender divisions. In a 1915 

letter to a friend, for example, Canel complained about the high honors she would 

have received for her pro-Spanish activities had she been a man.  She bitterly noted, 

“If a man had done even a fourth of what I have done for the Patria, where would that 

man be?”142  In various ways, Eva Canel recognized that her highly visible 

participation in traditionally male spheres risked rejection.  

Other Spanish women in Cuba found it difficult to be taken seriously as 

champions of Spanish honor, history, and identity.  For example, Concepción 

 
140Petition by the Naturales del Concejo de Coaña, the Club Aliandes, Naturales de Vegadeo and others 
to the Royal Palace, Havana, 23 Feb. 1927, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15296. 
141 Eva Canel, Discurso pronunciado por Eva Canel en el Casino Español de Mejico. 
142 Canel to Conde de las Navas, Santiago de Cuba, 17 June 1915, Biblioteca Real. 
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Rudolfo de Rivero had served as the head of the Spanish Red Cross delegation in 

Guantánamo and even returned to Spain with Eva Canel on the same boat in 1898. 

Rudolfo de Rivero soon reestablished herself in Guantánamo as the Spanish vice-

consul’s wife and became a major backer of an effort to erect a pantheon to the 

Spanish war dead in Santiago de Cuba.  Eva Canel noted with indignation, however, 

that her colleague received no mention on the plaque of key supporters despite her 

essential role.143   

Carmine Velacoracho provides another useful example. In 1927, she organized a 

film project in Cuba using children to reenact the discovery of America.  In her 1928 

cover letter to the royal palace asking for a showing, Velacoracho requested that the 

patriotic efforts of Eva Canel and Concepción Rudolfo de Rivero receive royal 

recognition.  The palace staff’s appended comments betray a highly condescending 

assessment of female participation in historical-cultural activities on Spain’s behalf.  

In particular, the comments denigrated Eva Canel’s labor:  

[Velacoracho] spoke to me as well of Doña Eva Canel, of whom we have many 
prior reports in the office and whom I have always seen as a well- intentioned 
lady, but one whose labor has proven ineffective due to her manner and special 
circumstances.144   
 

Eva Canel would have been crushed to know that the royal palace staff considered her 

an ineffective but “well- intentioned” champion of Spain in the New World.  

Concepción Rudolfo de Rivero and Carmine Velacoracho doubtless would not have 

 
143 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, p. 201. 
144 Palace staff member to Don Pelayo Quintero, Madrid, 4 Feb.1928, attached to Carmine 
Velacoracho file in the Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15417/4.  
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been pleased by the palace staff’s dismissive comments regarding them either.  In 

sum, Eva Canel and women like her found that their gender complicated their quests 

for Spanish and personal glory. 

It is not clear that Eva Canel herself urged other Spanish women to engage in 

a martially vigorous defense of Spanish history and honor.  On the one hand, she 

praised Concepción Rudolfo de Rivero for her activism in several places in the book 

Lo que yo vi en Cuba.  On the other, Canel consistently argued for traditional female 

roles in the home and deference to their male protectors.145  This stance seems to have 

reflected genuine belief rather than any strategic choice.  Ironically, Canel did not 

herself begin to freely express her conservative ideology until after she became a 

widow, because her husband had been a radical republican author.  

What was appropriate for Eva Canel did not necessarily apply to other 

women.  For example, despite her own fondness for uniforms, Canel trivialized the 

adoption of a uniform by her fellow women members of the Red Cross during the 

Independence War.146  This particular example could have represented a defensive 

reaction to male criticism, but more likely indicated an unconscious contradiction 

between Canel’s message and her own life.  For the most part, Canel seems to have 

oriented her propaganda more to the Spanish community’s men.  

 
145 Canel insisted, “I am campaigning against female emancipation, divorce, modern scholastic 
programs, and against feminism.” Cited in María del Carmen Simón Palmer, “Biografía de Eva 
Canel,” pp. 298-299. 
146 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, p. 28. 
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Institutional life in the Spanish organized community in Cuba was 

predominantly male. Demographics played an important role in this development. 

The preponderance of Spanish men to women declined only slightly between 1899 

and 1931. In 1899, 80.9 percent of Cuba’s foreign-born white population were men; 

by 1931, this had dipped to 73.8 percent.147 This persistent demographic imbalance 

let Spanish mutual aid societies and social clubs refuse membership to women until 

the 1930s.148  

In contrast, Buenos Aires received a much higher percentage of Spanish 

female immigrants and this fact was reflected in its mutual aid society membership. 

By World War I, Spanish women represented 44 percent of the Spanish population in 

Buenos Aires and constituted 37 percent of the adult membership of the principal 

Spanish mutual aid society, the Asociación Española de Socorros Mutuos. This 

organization established a women’s wing in 1894, over thirty years before the 

principal Spanish societies in Cuba provided comparable incorporation. 149 

Female exclusion from the organized community in Cuba proved porous and 

flexible in many respects. Education, religion and philanthropy provided scope for 

female participation in community events and institutions. For example, the Centro 

Asturiano regularly enrolled girls in its school and employed women to teach them, 

and in 1908, elite women spearheaded an effort to donate a Virgin of Covadonga 

 
147 José Luis Luzon, Economía, Población y Territorio en Cuba: 1899-1983 (Madrid: Ediciones Cultura 
Hispánica del Instituto de Cooperación Iberoamericana, 1987), p. 71. 
148 See chapter one. 
149 Jose C. Moya, Cousins and Strangers, p. 289. 



 

129 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
chapel to the Centro Asturiano’s hospital. 150 These represented common and 

accepted female spheres.  

Some women participated in male activities like expressing Spanish 

patriotism by creatively adapting traditional notions of respectable womanhood. In 

1927, the community’s elite women in Havana sent 100 post cards to the Queen 

Mother to congratulate her on the 25th anniversary of her son’s reign. Most of the 

women referred to their husbands’ identities in signing their names. A typical 

signature read, “Pastora de la Torres, wife of the President of the Centro Montañes de 

la Habana.” These women used their status as wives and the appeal to royal 

motherhood to express their group solidarity and connection to the crown. 151  In a 

different kind of patriotic display, some women used their link with sewing to 

associate themselves with events honoring the Spanish flag.152  

Perhaps the most significant space and opportunity for female participation 

and leadership came through the Hijas de Galicia. This mutual aid society served 

women and children exclusively.  By 1919, some women gained direct participation 

in its administration. A few years later, women managed to secure a few positions on 

the governing board, but this was the only prominent Spanish society where this was 

the case.153 In general, Spanish institutional life tended to relegate women to the 

 
150 Raimundo García, El Libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana, 1886-1927 (Havana: 1927); Centro 
Asturiano, Memoria 1926, p. 305; Diario de la Marina, 16 May 1908, p. 4. 
151 Post cards “Por 25 aniversario del Rey desde la Habana,” Archivo Real, correspondencia Maria 
Cristina de Austria, 1927, 13242/3. All of the writers chose between only two kinds of specially 
printed postcards with royal images. 
152 See chapter four. 
153 Pablo R. Presno, “Sociedades Españolas,” in Almanaque de El Mundo (Havana: 1933), p. 379. 
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background. Prominent exceptions to this rule like Eva Canel faced gender-based 

challenges to their advocacy. 

 

Hispanismo 

Eva Canel’s efforts to create a more honorable Spanish history in Cuba drew 

upon elements common to the Hispanic world at the time.  As noted above, her male 

peers did not always accept Canel for reasons of gender. Otherwise, however, she fit 

comfortably within the strain of thought that historian Frederick Pike identifies as 

conservative hispanismo. Conservative believers in a transatlantic Hispanic family 

typically stressed a unity of faith (Catholicism), language, history, and essence or 

raza standing in stark opposition to the Anglo-Saxon race.154    

Intellectuals in Spain began to develop these ideas in the nineteenth century, 

but they became much more influential in Spain and Spanish-America after 1898. 

The end of empire cleared the way for a rapprochement between Spain and America 

while making evident to elites on both sides of the Atlantic the imperialistic threat 

posed by the United States.  Bitter internal disputes about the importance of the king, 

the power of the state, and the need for nationalism and nationalist symbols weakened 

the coherence of this conservative message in Spain itself.  

 
154 Liberal hispanismo tended to produce more heterogeneous approaches to Ibero-American unity, 
almost all of which shared (in contrast to conservative hispanismo) a great skepticism of or outright 
hostility to the idea that Catholicism played a central role in creating the Hispanic raza. This chapter 
has not developed the issue of Catholicism, because it was not as central in post-1898 Cuba where the 
Church lacked state backing and where mutual aid societies lessened the need for Catholic charitable 
and educational services. The same situation applied in Buenos Aires. Frederick B. Pike, 
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Carolyn Boyd has demonstrated how these kinds of divisions specifically 

undermined conservative history-crafting in peninsular Spain. This weakness was 

exacerbated by fierce conflicts with liberal reformers who promoted very different 

interpretations of Spanish history. For the most part, conservatives agreed about the 

historic role of the Church and on the importance of heroes like Columbus, Queen 

Isabel, Cervantes, and Vara de Rey even if they differed about other concerns. 155   

In Latin America, conservative hispanismo appealed to many creole elites 

who found its messages of tradition, corporatism, and opposition to Yankees 

appealing during a period of rising social strife and growing U.S. influence in the first 

third of the twentieth century. 156  However, the movement’s success suffered because 

of the  arrogance, condescension, and ignorance about the New World shown by 

almost all peninsula-based Spaniards who engaged in efforts to unify the Hispanic 

race under Spain’s cultural tutelage.157 Conservative hispanismo enjoyed its greatest 

period of influence from the end of World War I to the fall of Primo de Rivera’s 

regime in Spain in 1929. 

Eva Canel spread her particular flavor of the conservative gospel throughout 

the Americas, but they proved especially relevant in Cuba. The writer spent most of 

her professional life in the Americas, visiting all the major Spanish-speaking 

 
Hispanismo:Spanish Conservatives and Liberals and Their Relations with Spanish America (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1971), p. 107; Moya, 287. 
155 Carolyn P. Boyd, Historia Patria: Politics, History, and National Identity in Spain, 1875-1975 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 87, 114, 182, 184. 
156 Pike., p. 4. 
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countries at least once.  Canel claimed that this in-depth knowledge of the Hispanic 

world made her superior to other champions of hispanismo Rafael Altamira.158 Canel 

in fact spent so much time in the Americas that her credentials as a truly Spanish 

intellectual suffered. To her chagrin, some contemporaries in Spain and even South 

America identified her as Cuban.  In 1925, Canel bitterly noted that “a dictionary of 

women writers of the Americas includes me as a Cuban, such crass ignorance, that 

they call me Cuban.”159  

Canel’s close ties to Cuba made this designation as “Cuban” understandable, 

but in truth the writer maintained her defense of Spanish history, heritage and identity 

with such great fervor and ideological consistency as to make the charge appear 

“ignorant” indeed.  Modern scholarship has also tended to ignore Canel’s importance 

within the ranks of hispanismo’s champions. Frederick Pike, for example, does not 

mention Canel and instead emphasizes men like the Argentine writer Manuel 

Ugarte.160 However, in her own time Eva Canel did represent a significant figure with 

regards to the advocacy of hispanismo in the New World.   

Canel differed from some other promoters of conservative hispanismo in her 

devotion to the king; exhortations to address, rather than ignore, recent history like 

 
157 Peninsular supporters of both conservative and liberal hispanismo shared this defect. For a 
treatment of this disconnect see Marina Pérez de Mendiola (editor), Bridging the Atlantic: Towards a 
Reassessment of Iberian and Latin American Cultural Ties (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996). 
158 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba, pp. 177-78; Julio Antonio Vaquero and Jesús Mella, “El 
americanismo de Rafael Altamira y el programa americanista de la Universidad de Oviedo,” in Pedro 
Gómez Gómez (ed.), De Asturias a America: Cuba, 1850-1930  (Gijón, Asturias: Principado de 
Asturias, 1997). 
159Eva Canel to royal secretary, Havana, 19 March 1925, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15385/1.  
160Pike, pp. 151, 159, 310. 
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the events of 1898; and veneration of Spanish patriotic histories and symbols.161  If 

these particular elements proved controversial among some conservatives in Spain, 

they enjoyed broad acceptance among many Spaniards in Cuba.  Mass immigration 

from Spain in the three decades after 1898 did not substantially alter this acceptance.   

Frederick Pike suggests that Spanish immigration to Cuba undercut 

hispanismo because of the grievances against Spain that immigrants brought with 

them.162 José  Moya demonstrates that this theory did not in fact hold true in the case 

of Buenos Aires where hispanismo retained its allure despite mass immigration from 

Spain. Spanish leaders in Buenos Aires used hispanismo as a medium to heighten 

community prestige, social harmony and unity; for non-elite Spaniards hispanismo 

offered ways to bolster their self- image in a society that often mocked them.163 

Similar factors existed for Spaniards in Cuba.164 

José Moya goes perhaps too far in suggesting that Spaniards in Buenos Aires 

proved more Spanish than their contemporaries in Cuba.165 The presence of active 

competition from Cuban and U.S. nationalist narratives spurred the Spanish 

 
161 Carolyn Boyd notes in this regard that National Catholics in the Primo period “gave precedence to 
symbolic historical myths, like Numancia, Lepanto, and Otumba, over more contemporary symbols of 
the national, like the flag, the map, or even the monarchy, which were associated with voluntaristic 
notions of citizenship.” Boyd, Historia Patria, p. 184. 
162 Pike, Hispanismo , p. 237. 
163 Moya, pp. 377, 380. 
164 For example, Gallego immigrants in Cuba also suffered from negative stereotyping by the host 
society. Cuban onlookers jeered recently arrived Gallego immigrants as dirty and uncouth in Sagua la 
Grande in 1919, and the Gallego as unwashed bumpkin represented a stock character in popular 
theater. José Z. Núñez to El Emigrante Español, Sagua la Grande, 5 Dec. 1920; Eduardo Robreño, 
Teatro Alhambra: Antología; Manuel González Alvarez, “Los gallegos y el cine en América,” in María 
Xosé Rodríguez Galdo (coord.), Galicia e América: Cinco siglos de historia (Galicia: Xunta de Galicia, 
1993), p. 114. 
165 Moya, p. 303. 
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community to greater efforts to preserve their Hispanic heritage and cultural ties 

with Spain. The recentness and bitterness of the Cuban independence conflict also 

meant history had to be dealt with in ways not required in Argentina which 

experienced a much earlier and less bloody independence from Spain.   

Hispanismo gained adherents in other parts of Latin America, but to a lesser 

degree than in Argentina and Cuba. The distribution by country of letters written to 

the Spanish royal family from 1906 to 1931 gives some sense of the range of interest 

in hispanismo across Latin America.166 During this period, Alfonso XIII represented a 

central focus for Spanish-Latin American ties. Argentina and Cuba topped the list at 

607 and 498 letters respectively.167 The palace archived letters from the rest of Latin 

America in the following amounts: Mexico (322), Chile (112), Brazil (101), 

Colombia (77), Venezuela (52), Ecuador (48), Uruguay (52), Puerto Rico (50), Peru 

(27), Guatemala (27), El Salvador (26), Dominican Republic (24), Panama (19), 

Nicaragua (14), Paraguay (13), Costa Rica (14), Bolivia (5) and Honduras (4).168 

Many of the Latin American letters were written by Spanish immigrants or their 

families.169  

 
166 This distribution is based on 2,000 letters from Latin America out of an estimated total of 50,000 
letters. Most letters came from Spain, England, France, Germany, and other European countries. A 
significant number of missives also came from the United States along with a scattering of 
communications from Africa, Asia, and the Pacific Islands. The total figure comes from a count of all 
letters in a few typical boxes multiplied by the total number of boxes consulted.  
167 This represents a significant undercount for Cuba because many letters written to the palace by 
Spanish veterans and their dependents were filed separately or forwarded to various government 
ministries. 
168 Archivo Real, Fondo de Alfonso XIII, correspondencia general, boxes from 1906-1931.  
169 This certainly explains the sizable representation from Brazil which received twelve percent of total 
Spanish immigration to the Americas from 1882-1930 compared to Cuba which received 33.93 
percent. Portuguese-speaking Brazil did not otherwise have much reason to join in hispanismo. Indeed, 
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Non-Spaniards in Latin America wrote the royal family as well to express 

their adherence and desire for closer Spanish-Latin American relations. In Mexico, 

for example, communicants included: an indigenous community in Jalisco which 

sought protection as “vassals”; Miguel Sánchez Adame, an elite Mexican in Cananea, 

who feared the “hegemony” of the United States and requested a royal visit to the 

town’s famous copper mine; and a brewery in Orizaba which wanted permission to 

designate an “Alfonso XIII” beer during the middle of the Mexican Revolution. 170  

Naturally, non-Spaniards in Cuba wrote the palace as well. One French maid who 

worked for an aristocratic creole family sent two letters asking for help in 1909. In 

1929, the Cuban army’s chief-of-staff, General Alberto Herrera, sought a signed 

photo of Alfonso XIII.171 

 
the Brazilian and Spanish governments often clashed over which country would serve as the first-
among-equals in an Ibero-American community. Herbert S. Klein,  Inmigracao espanhola no Brasil, 
(Perdizes, Brazil: Editora Sumaré, 1994), p.37; Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La población española en 
Cuba, 1880-1953,” in Consuelo Naranjo Orovio (ed.), Cuba la perla de las Antillas (Madrid: Doce 
Calles, 1994), p. 122.  Klein argues that these Spanish immigrants rarely participated in hispanismo -
related activities because they tended to be less-educated and more rural than their compatriots in 
Argentina and Cuba. These letters to the king might permit a qualification of that assessment. 
170Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, correspondencia general: two letters from the 200 inhabitants of 
Pueblo de San Nicolas de las Flores, Jalisco, to the royal secretary, 15354/1-3 and 15357/2 (1910 and 
1911);  Miguel Sánchez Adame to Alfonso XIII, Cananea, state of Sonora, 23 Feb. 1908, 15346/1-4; 
and  “Autorización  a la Cerveceria Orizaba Mexico a que una de sus cervezas se denomine ‘Alfonso 
XIII’, 8820/17 (1917). This  last would seem a strange commercial ploy since it came about during the 
Mexican Revolution which historian Alan Knight has depicted, perhaps too emphatically, as having a 
strong anti-Spanish element.  See Alan Knight, The Mexican Revolution, volume I (Ca mbridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
171 Catalina Lampert to Queen María Victoria, Havana, 18 June 1909 and 16 March 1910, Archivo 
Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15347/6 and 15362. Lampert had worked for the Marques de San Carlos de 
Pedroso during the war and been paid in war bonds which she wanted help getting value for.  Cuban 
ambassador Mario Kohly on behalf of General Herrera to royal secretary, Madrid, 6 May 1929, 
15300/1. 
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Frederick Pike argues that hispanismo ultimately represented an essentially 

“lyrical” endeavor with few tangible results.172 In the case of Cuba, however, this 

pessimistic assessment has to be qualified.  Economically, Spanish immigrants sent 

large sums of money to Spain in the form of investments, charity, and remittances to 

family members and served as a useful market for traditional food products like wine 

and cider.173 For example, Spaniards of all classes in Cuba sent an estimated 20 

million dollars per year back to Spain through the early 1930s.174 More broadly, in the 

cultural realm hispanismo provided materials for the memory work of forgetting and 

selective remembering conducted by Canel and the Spanish community in Cuba.   

  

Conclusion – Imagining a Noble Community 

Eva Canel recognized the need for Spaniards in Cuba to present themselves as 

“good losers” and offered suggestions as to how this might be accomplished. In this 

regard, the writer emphasized obliviousness to past atrocities, remembrance of past 

glories, and emphasis on the noble qualities of the Hispanic race with Alfonso XIII as 

the touchstone for Spanish honor.  Ignoble “Yankees” provided the essential foil to 

this construct.  Kept within the confines of culture and history, the contrast between 

Yankee crassness and Hispanic nobility could appeal to both Spanish and Cuban 

 
172 Pike, Hispanismo , p. 230. 
173 Ramón Villares, “Las remesas de dinero de los emigrantes,” in Galicia E América, pp. 252-256; 
Alejandro Vázquez González, “La emigración gallega: Migrantes, transporte y remesas” in Nicolas 
Sánchez-Albornoz (ed.), Españoles hacia América: La emigración en masa, 1880-1930 (Madrid: 
Alianza Editorial, 1988); Aurelio Francos Lauredo, Asturianos en Cuba, p. 56 
174 Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 83. 
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sympathies without truly challenging the island’s economic and political power 

structures which depended heavily on the United States. 

Many works have been written about how intellectuals in Spain, the famous 

‘Generation of 1898,’ reacted to the loss of empire and Spain’s humiliating military 

defeats in 1898.175  The existential crisis proved far more real and inescapable for the 

Spaniards who remained in Cuba or who immigrated to the island in the early decades 

of the twentieth century. What would be remembered? What could be forgotten? How 

to respond to Cuban and U.S. commemorations that cast Spaniards in a negative 

light? The need to respond to these questions united the Spanish organized 

community in a common relationship to the past. One key historical reference point 

was the myth of the noble loser -- brave, generous to foes, and worthy of respect -- 

which rose like smoke from the pyres of Spain’s military defeat at Santiago in 1898. 

The central hero of this myth, General Vara de Rey, is the subject of chapter three. 

 
175 Yanelet Castillo Ramírez et al., Bibliografias de historia de España: La crisis del 98 (Madrid: 
CINDOC, 1998), pp. 48-60. 
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Chapter Three: “Vara de Rey as a Noble Loser” 

 

 General Valderrama came to Santiago de Cuba on an important mission for 

Spain late in 1898: find the body of General Joaquín Vara de Rey and convey it to the 

National Pantheon of Heroes in Madrid. To his chagrin, the Spanish general found 

this solemn duty impeded by a jeering mob of Cuban youths, and had to beg 

protection from the U.S. forces occupying the city. On November 9, General 

Valderrama had the hero’s body exhumed in El Caney and carried to Santiago for 

transport. A U.S. Army band gave Vara de Rey’s remains full military honors at the 

entrance to the city. 1  

General Vara de Rey and most of his 500 men died bravely in battle at El 

Caney on July 1, 1898, in an effort to delay the advance of 6,400 U.S. and Cuban 

troops on Santiago. This brave, if Pyrrhic, feat made Vara de Rey one of the few 

Spanish officers to  distinguish himself in 1898. Spanish residents in Cuba 

subsequently used his story to craft a positive legend that emphasized Spanish 

military prowess and “civilized” conduct toward foes.  

The U.S. government facilitated Spanish government and Spanish community 

efforts to commemorate Vara de Rey after 1898.2 Sometimes this assistance involved 

direct U.S. protection and approval as it did with the transfer of his remains in 

 
1 Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de Santiago de Cuba. Tomo X (Santiago: Tip. Arroyo, 1924), pp. 185-86. 
2 The Spanish government, patriotic Spaniards in Spain, and the Spanish community in Cuba all 
participated in Vara de Rey homages, but “Spanish” in this chapter refers to the Spanish community in 
Cuba except where otherwise noted. 
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November of 1898. More often, the United States gave crucial impetus to Spanish 

community historical initiatives by increasing Spanish-Cuban solidarity in joint 

opposition to U.S. influence. It was no coincidence that Vara de Rey commemorative 

projects peaked in 1900, 1906-1909, and 1922, the greatest periods of U.S. 

government intromission in the island’s affairs.  

Vara de Rey was not the only object of Spanish commemorative effort in 

Cuba.  Between 1898 and 1930, Spaniards in Cuba spent money equivalent to over 

two hundred thousand U.S. dollars supporting at least twenty monument projects 

aimed at defending Spain’s colonial record. Five of these monuments tried to 

highlight earlier aspects (1492-1871) of Spanish colonial rule on Cuban soil; nine 

sought to commemorate the Spanish-Cuban-American War in Cuba as well; and six 

involved raising money for 1898 war monuments back in peninsular Spain. In 

general, the projects with Cuban sites faced the greatest obstacles, most notably 

objections by some Cuban patriots, and only about a third of them became reality. 3   

Despite the greater risk of failure, monument sites in Cuba generated the most 

enthusiasm within the Spanish community. These monuments directly countered U.S. 

and Cuban monument projects that criticized Spanish colonial rule, a regime many 

 
3 The successful efforts with Cuban sites included a monument to Casariego - a colonial official; a 
monument to Cervantes; a bust of army captain Frederic Capdevila - the defender of the medical 
student martyrs of 1871; a monument to the 1895 battle of Maltiempo; a pantheon of 1898 Spanish war 
dead in Santiago; and a monument to the Spanish soldier on San Juan Hill.  For Casariego see the 
Diario de la Marina, 4 Jan. 1911, afternoon edition, p. 3; Cervantes - Diario Español , 14 April 1908, 
p. 1; pantheon -Eva Canel to royal librarian Conde de las Navas, Santiago, 17 June 1915, Biblioteca 
Real, II-4055(caja)no. 15; Maltiempo - Diario de la Marina, 12 May 1910, p. 5 and 21 Dec. 1910, p. 
1; Capdevila - Carlos Foment, Crónica de Santiago de Cuba: Continuación de la obra de Emilio 
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Spanish residents had benefited from and actively supported.4 Even the memorials 

which fell short of initial ambitions contributed to an overarching memory project 

that provided Spaniards in Cuba with an honorable history that facilitated 

reconciliation with Cubans, often on the basis of shared opposition to the “Yankees.” 

Vara de Rey inspired numerous commemorative efforts by Spanish residents 

and institutions. In addition to several proposed monuments, Spanish elites kept the 

fallen general in the island’s immediate public memory through a host of memorials.5 

These included displays of Vara de Rey portraits and memorabilia at the Spanish 

community center in Santiago and the Casino Español in Havana in 1907; a “Vara de 

Rey Brigade” of volunteers for Spain’s war in Morocco in 1909; and a fundraiser for 

his few surviving veterans from El Caney in 1921.6 In all, Vara de Rey-related 

projects extended a web of memory that united Spaniards across Cuba and connected 

them with their peninsular compatriots. Even more importantly, these initiatives 

allowed Spanish residents to reconcile with Cuban victors as members of the same 

raza hidalga (noble race).  

This chapter focuses on one of the principal heroes of the post-war Spanish 

community in Cuba. It begins by examining how Vara de Rey attained mythic stature 

 
Bacardí - era republicano, tomo I (Santiago: Arroyo, 1955), p. 360; and Spanish soldier – Spanish 
ambassador to royal secretary, Havana, 15 July 1930, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15310/ 1. 
4 See chapters one and two. 
5 Here, I am following James Young’s definition of a memorial. He observes, “I treat all memory-sites 
as memorials, the plastic objects within these sites as monuments. A memorial may be a day, a 
conference, or a space, but it need not be a monument. A monument, on the other hand, is always a 
kind of memorial.” James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning  
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), p. 4. 
6 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas, 8 Nov 1907, p. 349, APS, fondo colonia española,  
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as a noble loser and counter-Weyler after his death in 1898. The following sections 

look at the three major Vara de Rey monument projects and their anti-Yankee context 

as well as the nature of support for and opposition to these projects. 

 

Vara de Rey as a Counter-Weyler 

  The Spanish community used promotional campaigns associated with 

monument initiatives and other kinds of tributes to propagate a legend of Vara de 

Rey. His heroic stature served Spanish community needs by countering the kinds of 

negative images Cubans associated with other Spanish officers like General Weyler. 

The public respect accorded Vara de Rey’s wartime conduct by U.S. officers and 

Cuban patriots helped greatly in this endeavor. Captain General Valeriano Weyler 

became the epitome of vileness and cruelty for many Cubans. His name alone held 

sharply negative connotations in the island’s political culture. In 1902, for example, 

Cuban politician Alejandro Rodríguez wrote in his diary that the newspaper La Lucha 

was printing attacks against Rodríguez so vicious that “it was almost as if they were 

by Weyler’s goons.”7 The Cuban Congress even named one of the island’s most 

pernicious and destructive weeds “Weyler.”8 

 
leg. 3; Diario de la Marina, 28 Feb. 1907, p. 8; Diario Español, Havana, 12 Aug. 1909, p. 1; Diario de 
la Marina, 4 Feb. 1921, p. 1. 
7Alejandro Rodríguez, Diario personal, 30 Nov. 1902, p. 309, Archivo del Museo de la Ciudad, Fondo 
de Personalidades, leg. 124, exp. 7. 
8 It is not clear precisely when this renaming occurred, but it was in place by 1910 when a proposal 
called for money to extirpate the weeds “Marabú, Weyler, and other harmful plants.” Cuban Congress, 
Diario de Sesiones, 21 May 1910, p. 100. 
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Spanish elites managed to suppress many anti-Weyler accounts written by 

Cubans prior to the 1930s, but found it desirable to pursue a more proactive strategy 

as well.9 Informal censorship alone could not cause Weyler, who remained prominent 

in Spain, to fade from public view in Cuba.10 Despite the Spanish community’s media 

influence, anti-Weyler references still appeared in some Cuban newspapers, triggered 

by events like the publication of Weyler’s memoirs in 1910.11 Consequently, Spanish 

elites also promoted a legend of Vara de Rey that sought to displace Weyler’s 

memory with a positive model of Spanish military conduct.  

Joaquín Vara de Rey had a distinguished military career prior to the Cuban 

events that made him famous. The future general was born on the island of Ibiza in 

1841 to a respectable family with several generations of officers in Spanish military 

service. Weyler had been born on the nearby Balearic island of Mallorca, a 

coincidence of birthplace that may have given some impetus to the Spanish 

community’s use of Vara de Rey as a counter-Weyler. The Balearic connection was 

relevant because Weyler’s Cuban critics used his Mallorcan birth to impute Jewish 

heritage, an insult in Cuba’s predominantly Catholic environment.12 Ibiza’s 

 
9 One prominent Cuban historian complained that pressure from influential Spaniards blocked 
publication of his anti-Weyler articles until the late-1930s when the Spanish community’s power was 
greatly reduced. Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Weyler en Cuba: Un precursor de la barbarie fascista 
(Havana: Páginas, 1947). 
10 See chapter two. 
11 Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau, Mi mando en Cuba. Historia militar y política de la última guerra 
separatista (Madrid: F. González Rojas, 1910-1911). The entire five-volume set was advertised for sale 
in Havana in 1912, provoking indignation from the Cuban newspaper Voz de Cuba. See Minister 
plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 11 July 1912, annex 1. MAE, H 2351. 
12 For example, in 1912 the Voz de Cuba warned, “If that shadowy, hunch-backed Mallorcan Jew [i.e. 
Weyler] ever visited Cuba he would be lynched.” Newspaper clipping in Minister plenipotentiary 
Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 11 July 1912. 
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association with Jewish heritage was much less notable. Vara de Rey entered a 

military academy in 1857 and graduated with the rank of second lieutenant two years 

later. Service on the peninsula during the Carlist wars and the Cantonalist revolt 

brought promotions until, in 1884, he received the rank of colonel and an overseas 

posting to the Philippines. 13    

At the outbreak of the Cuban Independence War in 1895, Vara de Rey was 

made military commander of Bayamo. He impressed his superiors during an action at 

the Loma del Gato on July 5, 1896, by commanding the regiment that defeated and 

killed General José Maceo, brother of Antonio Maceo. Largely based on this 

achievement, Vara de Rey received a promotion to brigadier general in June of 1897. 

Despite having official permission to return to Spain, Vara de Rey bravely 

volunteered to stay and fight when the war with the United States formally began in 

April of 1898.14   

On July 1, 1898, Joaquín Vara de Rey ended his career and life in a blaze of 

glory defending El Caney, a small town on the outskirts of Santiago. With no cannon 

and only 500 men, Vara de Rey confronted General Lawton’s division with its 6000 

U.S. troops, an artillery unit, and some 400 Cuban soldiers. The U.S. planners 

expected victory to take one or two hours, but Vara de Rey held this much larger 

force at bay for ten hours by making effective use of the hilly local terrain and 

inspiring a brave defense which used accurate fire from mauser rifles to good effect. 

 
13Nito Verdera, El General Vara de Rey I el Caney (Ibiza: Colleció de Baleares I América, 1992).  
14 Nito Verdera, El General Vara de Rey. 
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The Spanish side inflicted numerous casualties but at the cost of Vara de Rey’s own 

life and four-fifths of his command, including two close relatives.15  

Joaquín Vara de Rey was one of only two Spanish generals to die in battle in 

Cuba between 1895 and 1898. The other, General Santocildes, died early in the 

Independence War fighting a desperate rear-guard action against Cuban rebels.16 In 

1898, Spanish forces achieved so little against the U.S. military and navy in Santiago 

that Vara de Rey’s brave, if ultimately futile, action represented one of the few bright 

spots in an otherwise humiliating defeat.17  

 The process of conferring mythic status on Vara de Rey began shortly after 

his death in battle.  On July 6, 1898, the Unión Constitucional held the general up as a 

glorious example. The newspaper of Spanish intransigents exclaimed, “Praised be 

those who like General Vara de Rey have shed their blood gloriously as a sacrifice to 

the Patria!”18 The siege of Santiago continued at this point, giving this exhortation an 

immediate military application of emulation. However, with the Spanish cause so 

clearly lost, the praise had the larger significance of finding a glimmer of glory in an 

otherwise bleak picture for Spanish military prowess and imperial power. Indeed, the 

 
15 Donald M. Goldstein provides a good modern account of the battle of El Caney complete with maps 
and period photographs in Donald M. Goldstein and Katherine V. Dillon, The Spanish-American War: 
The Story and Photographs (Washington, D.C.: Brassey’s, 1998), pp. 97-104. 
16 The Spanish military began a subscription in October of 1898 to erect a monument in Spain to both 
Santocildes and Vara de Rey, but this effort did not come to fruition. For its part, the post-war Spanish 
community never showed much interest in Santocildes, most likely because he died fighting Cubans 
rather than Americans. Archivo General Militar in Segovia, Legajo Célebres Ilustres B-4, Vara de Rey, 
Carpeta 9. 
17 For example, a mere armed yacht, the Gloucester, destroyed two Spanish torpedo boats under the 
command of one of the Spanish navy’s most distinguished naval officers, Fernando Villaamil, as he 
sallied from Santiago harbor. Donald Goldstein and Katherine Dillon, The Spanish-American War, p. 
126. 
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Unión Constitucional persisted in its efforts to immortalize Vara de Rey even after 

the last Spanish forces in Cuba surrendered in August. On August 28, 1898, the 

Unión Constitucional petitioned the Havana city council to rename a major street 

“Vara de Rey.”19 

Tributes from U.S. sources increased Vara de Rey’s appeal as a hero for the 

Spanish community. U.S. officers, reporters, and military historians showed a respect 

for Vara de Rey largely absent from their usua l assessments of Spain’s armed 

forces.20  In the most memorable U.S. gesture, General Shafter handed Vara de Rey’s 

sword and spurs to Spain’s General Toral as part of the official ceremony 

surrendering Santiago to U.S. control. 21 This act implied that Spain had lost the war 

but not for lack of fighting spirit.  

Shafter’s tribute to Vara de Rey formed part of a conscious attempt at U.S. 

mythmaking that depicted U.S. officers and soldiers as generous to defeated foes and 

brave because they overcame a determined opponent. Shortly after the Spanish 

surrender, U.S. officers met to found the Society of the Army of Santiago to 

perpetuate the memory of their own actions. General Wheeler addressed the 

assembly: “This army, by its endurance and courage, has already won the admiration 

of the civilized world, and it is most natural and appropriate that men who have stood 

 
18Unión Constitucional , Havana, 2 July 1898, afternoon edition, p. 2. 
19 Unión Constitucional, 28 Aug. 1898, p. 2. 
20 For disparagement of Spanish military prowess by U.S. media and politicians, see Joseph E. Wisan, 
The Cuban Crisis as Reflected in the New York Press, 1895-1898  (New York: Octagon Books, 1965), 
pp. 216, 413. 
21 Stephen Bonsal, The Fight for Santiago: The Story of the Soldier in the Cuban Campaign from 
Tampa to the Surrender  (New York: Doubleday &McClure Co., 1899), p. 433. 
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shoulder to shoulder in such a struggle, crowned as it has been with glorious victory, 

should desire to cherish and perpetuate such memories.”22 The battle for El Caney 

provided much of the luster for this “glorious victory.”23 A U.S. army dispatch 

written shortly after the action commented on the courage of Vara de Rey and his 

command, “The heroic valor displayed by these troops [i.e. the Spaniards] adds 

another brilliant page to the history of American warfare.”24 The “heroic valor” of 

Vara de Rey and his men reflected well on Spain and on the U.S. forces that defeated 

them. As a result, Vara de Rey provided one of the few significant areas of common 

ground for Spanish and U.S. mythmaking about the 1898 conflict.  

U.S. histories of the war produced after 1898 often singled Vara de Rey out 

for praise.25  Spanish accounts -- peninsular and insular -- of 1898 at the time and 

since pointed to these U.S. tributes as proof that 1898 was not a complete disaster for 

Spanish arms. For example, the Diario de la Marina proudly reprinted a 1907 article 

from the New York Sun and letters from U.S. veterans like Col. Sharpe that praised 

Vara de Rey’s heroism.  According to the reprinted New York article, Vara de Rey’s 

“deeds carved out a place in the memories of July 1…that have not been forgotten by 

 
22 Major-General Joseph Wheeler, The Santiago Campaign (New York: Drexel Biddle, 1899), p. 505. 
23 U.S. veterans found that some Americans disparaged their efforts because the conflict had been too 
easy. As late as 1952, a past national commander of the United Spanish War Veterans, Charles 
Barefoot, felt obliged to stress, “It was no tin-foil war we were fighting back there.” Cited in Frank 
Freidel, The Splendid Little War (New York: Bramhall House, 1958), p. 306. 
24 Asst. Adjutant-General E.J. McClernand, by command of Major-General Shafter, to General 
Lawton, General Dispatch 21, reprinted in Wheeler, The Santiago Campaign, pp. 108-109.  
25 See, for example, Col. Herbert H. Sargent, The Campaign of Santiago de Cuba (Chicago: A.C. 
McClurg & Co., 1907). This and similar U.S. works are cited in a modern Spanish biography of Vara 
de Rey: Nito Verdera, El General Vara de Rey, p. 12-13. 
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American historians.” That even “Yankees” appreciated Vara de Rey became part of 

his legend for the Spanish community. 26  

Praise from Cubans added to Vara de Rey’s stature. Perhaps the most 

influential of these homages came from José de Armas y Cárdenas, an elite creole 

writer who had been present at the battle for El Caney as a translator for the U.S. 

forces.27 One article in particular attracted a wide readership in 1900 when it was 

published in El Fígaro, a prestigious Cuban literary journal. In this article, José de 

Armas exclaimed that Vara de Rey “fell like a titan overcome by death, but he still 

had the strength to lift himself up one last time with glassy eyes and drowning in his 

own blood to raise his sword, like a military salute to glory, and shout again: “Fire, 

and Long Live Spain!” Spanish community leaders appreciated the way José de 

Armas explicitly linked this courage under fire to the larger issue of Spanish 

redemption. The article in El Fígaro promised, “Spaniards will thank you for your 

sublime sacrifice, because you saved their national honor, but you will also be 

admired –Oh hero! – by all men.”28  

Spanish residents showed their appreciation of José de Armas by reprinting 

his articles about Vara de Rey and by recommending him to the Spanish crown for 

 
26 Diario de la Marina, 9 May 1907, p. 4 and 15 May 1907, afternoon edition, p. 1. These articles 
appeared in the context of the second U.S. occupation as part of a Spanish community propaganda 
campaign to solicit funds for the monument to Vara de Rey in El Caney. Provisional governor Magoon 
had already given his permission for this project, so reprinting American praise for Vara de Rey was 
most likely aimed at increasing the Spanish general’s prestige among Spaniards and Cubans. Charles 
Magoon to U.S. Secretary of War, Havana, 12 April 1907, Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Secretaría de la 
Presidencia, cajón 2/15. 
27 This was the same José de Armas who created the rumor that Eva Canel sank the Maine in 1898. See 
chapter two. 
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high royal honors. José de Armas became only the second Cuban to receive the Gran 

Cruz de Isabel la Católica from Alfonso XIII.29 After his death in 1919, the Spanish 

community even tried to erect a monument to José de Armas.30 Other Cuban writers 

such as Arturo de Carricarte and politicians like José M. Gómez who espoused 

similar support for Vara de Rey projects also received various gestures of 

appreciation from the community.31  In sum, Spanish efforts to honor Vara de Rey 

emphasized that North Americans and Cubans alike agreed that the Spanish general 

was a true hero. The Diario de la Marina observed, “Cubans and Americans admire 

the valor of General Vara de Rey and the heroes of Santiago de Cuba.”32 

No one questioned Vara de Rey’s bravery. However, some aspects of Vara de 

Rey’s war record in Cuba had the potential to tarnish his reputation as a hero. In the 

process of crafting his legend, Spanish leaders successfully downplayed these 

inconvenient details. In particular, the question of how Vara de Rey had fought in 

Cuba prior to July 1, 1898, required delicate handling. Vara de Rey’s role in the death 

of José Maceo could have inspired Cuban opposition to his legend but never did. 

Memoirs and war diaries from Maceo’s fellow officers expressed sorrow at his loss, 

 
28 Justo de Lara, pseudonym for José de Armas ,“Vara de Rey,” El Fígaro , Havana, 20 May 1900. 
29 El Fígaro , 24 Nov. 1907, no. 47. The other Cuban recipient was Cosme de la Torriente, the Cuban 
republic’s first diplomatic representative in Madrid. 
30 Diario de la Marina, 13 Aug. 1920, p. 1. 
31 The Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago named Carricarte an honorary member for his Vara 
de Rey campaign and paid for the insignia of a high royal honor, “comendador con placa de la Real 
Orden de Isabel la Católica,” awarded him by Alfonso XIII at the behest of Spanish community 
leaders. Gómez received campaign contributions. Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas ,  2 
March 1922,  pp. 73-75  and 11 Sept. 1922, p. 135 APS, fondo colonia española, leg. 7, 1921-24; and 
chapter one. 
32 Diario de la Marina, 7 Dec. 1923, p. 2. 
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but they accepted it as the fortunes of war and did not blame the Spanish officer in 

charge.33  

Vara de Rey’s participation in the reconcentration of Cuban civilians was a 

more serious potential problem for his promoters. For example, on January 21, 1897, 

the then-Colonel commanded a “brilliant operation” against a rebel area in which his 

forces burned huts, captured livestock, and collected “woman, old men and children 

who were taken to Songo” for internment.34  Even though this incident was 

mentioned in an official bulletin disseminated in Cuba, it did not come to light in 

post-war Vara de Rey coverage. After looking into the issue of Vara de Rey’s 

activities against civilians, U.S. provisional governor Magoon assured Washington in 

1907 that “General Vara de Rey had never earned the hatred of the Cubans due to the 

fact that the Spanish forces around Santiago were not used to harry the country.”35  

Spanish leaders successfully downplayed the less glorious aspects of Vara de 

Rey’s military career. Within the community, Vara de Rey-related speeches, 

newspaper articles, mutual aid society reports, and fundraisers maintained a narrow 

focus on Vara de Rey’s war record in El Caney. 36 This approach seems to have 

 
33 See, for example, the entries for 9 July 1896 in Comandante Luis Rodolfo Miranda, Diario de 
Campaña  (Havana: Oficina del Historiador de la Ciudad, 1954), p.56; and Máximo Gómez, Diario de 
Campaña  (Havana: Instituto del Libro, 1968), p. 309.  
34 APS, Fondo Gobierno Provincial, leg. 743, exp. 20. 
35 Magoon to U.S. Secretary of War, Havana, 12 April 1907. 
36 See, for example, the Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1915 (Havana: Imp. la Habana, 1916). 
The society’s annual report gave the historical background of Vara de Rey’s bravery at El Caney in its  
in-depth coverage (22 of 55 pages) of the Vara de Rey monument inauguration in Madrid. Other 
similar examples included: La Independencia, Santiago, 1 July 1908, p. 8; La Prensa , Santiago, 1 July 
1908; Diario Español, Havana, 2 July 1909, p.1; Raimundo García, El libro del Centro Asturiano de 
la Habana, 1886-1927 (Havana: P. Fernandez y Ca., 1927), p. 96; Casino Español de Matanzas, 
Memoria 1926 (Matanzas: 1926), p. 6. 
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succeeded in keeping Vara de Rey’s earlier war record out of public memory. Cuban 

accounts, even hostile ones, generally followed the Spanish chronological focus. For 

example, one well- informed Cuban source opposed to Vara de Rey monuments did 

not mention his early war conduct in an otherwise very blunt unpublished scrapbook 

of thoughts and newspaper clippings.37    

There was, however, one dark blot on Vara de Rey’s record that could not be 

erased. On June 30, 1898, Vara de Rey ordered a mentally retarded boy, scion of El 

Caney’s prominent Quintana family, shot for lacking proper travel papers and 

supposedly carrying contraband tobacco to the rebels. The story was well-known in 

Santiago and occasionally surfaced in Cuban sources otherwise favorable to Vara de 

Rey.38 For the most part, Spanish community coverage tried to ignore this incident 

rather than explain it away. Most accounts focused narrowly on the battle of Caney 

and little else. 

To some degree, the Diario de la Marina tried to render the Quintana incident 

less believable by making Vara de Rey’s noble treatment of captives a part of his 

myth. In one 1907 article, the newspaper recounted how Vara de Rey had “nobly” 

released three suspected rebels for lack of evidence.39 The story of three nobly treated 

 
37 Aurelio Arango, Album Patriótico, unpublished scrapbook 19?-1931, held at the Archivo del Museo 
Bacardí in Santiago de Cuba. 
38Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de Santiago de Cuba Tomo IX, (Madrid: repr. 1922, Breogán, 1973), pp. 
375-377. Despite his mention of the Quintana incident, Bacardí expressed support for a monument to 
Vara de Rey in El Caney. Letter from Emilio Bacardí to Nicolás Rivero reprinted in Diario de la 
Marina, 21 March 1907, p. 4. 
39 Diario de la Marina, 30 May 1907. 
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and humbly grateful prisoners would perhaps obscure the one ignoble deed publicly 

attributed to Vara de Rey.  

Vara de Rey’s reputation for chivalry emphasized the broad applicability of a 

moral lesson cherished by the post-war Spanish community: the nobility of 

forgiveness and the vileness of cruelty. The Diario de la Marina noted that the “great 

soul called Vara de Rey ratified in all his acts the sublime thought that the valiant 

were always humane, while cowards were always cruel.”40 This kind of 

pronouncement clearly sought to encourage Cuban victors to treat their defeated foes 

humanely. 

In the Diario de la Marina’s coverage, Vara de Rey appeared almost like a 

Christian knight from the age of chivalry. In addition to his bravery and compassion, 

he was also depicted as a “fervent Catholic” who always attended mass and who 

carried a medal of the Virgin. 41 One parish priest in Nueva Paz underscored this 

religious connection by organizing a Vara de Rey fundraiser on the feast day of Saint 

James, the martial patron saint of Spain associated with the Reconquest of the Iberian 

peninsula from the moors and the Conquest of the Americas.42 

Vara de Rey’s Catholicism and good family values provided a useful contrast 

with Weyler who was not known in Cuba for either quality. Weyler was popularly 

supposed to have promoted priests of dubious moral character because of their 

 
40 Diario de la Marina, 30 May 1907. 
41 Diario de la Marina, 18 June 1915, p. 3. 
42 Diario de la Marina, 8 Aug. 1907, p. 5. 
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fighting skills during the war.43  Even worse, some post-war Cuban publications 

accused Weyler of having violated elite white Cuban women or, when he felt 

particularly sadistic, of having his Afro-Cuban bodyguards perform the task.44  

Although quite ruthless militarily, Weyler was not in fact such an ogre, but 

few Cubans agreed. One prominent Cuban veteran even took a photo of Weyler 

playing happily with his wife and kids from a Madrid publication and scrawled 

“Assassin” across Weyler’s forehead.45 Vara de Rey’s religious character, devotion to 

his wife and family, and the poignancy of his having close relatives die with him at El 

Caney received prominent play in the propaganda produced by Spaniards in Cuba in 

order to erase these negative images of Weyler.46 

Vara de Rey’s reputation in Cuba was further enhanced by comparisons with 

Cuban heroes. Cuban writer Arturo de Carricarte placed Vara de Rey on par with the 

creole Cuban general Calixto García in 1922.47 In 1923, the Diario de la Marina 

printed an editorial on the December 7 anniversary of Antonio Maceo’s death 

comparing him with Vara de Rey as the “valiant champions of their respective 

 
43 Manuel P. Maza Miquel, S.J., Entre la ideología y la compasión: Guerra y paz en Cuba 1895-1903 
(Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic: 1997), p. 215. 
44 Minister plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 11 July 1912, annex one; and Arroyo 
to Foreign Minister, 20 Aug. 1912, MAE, H2351, 1904-12. This use of race and gender to criticize 
Weyler was probably influenced by the wave of anti-black propaganda produced at this time in Cuba 
because of the repression of the Partido Independiente de Color. See Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: 
The Afro-Cuban Struggle for Equality, 1886-1912 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1995). 
45 Handwritten scrawl on picture from “Una entrevista con Weyler,” Nuevo Mundo, Madrid, circa 
1900. APS, Fondo Francis co R. Argilagos, leg. 25, exp. 242. 
46 Diario de la Marina, 23 March 1907, p. 3; Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1915 (Havana: 
Imp. la Habana, 1916). 
47 Diario de la Marina, 15 March 1922, p. 13 
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peoples.”48 In 1925, Juan Beltrán y Muiños, an editor at the Diario de la Marina and 

historian in the Havana Ateneo, gave a conference at the Casino Español in Matanzas 

devoted to the similarities between the Cuban creole general Ignacio Agramonte and 

Joaquin Vara del Rey.”49  

The legend of Vara de Rey provided a good general to hold up as a “true” 

Spanish officer and so displace Weyler from public memory. As a dead martyr, Vara 

de Rey automatically bene fited from the traditional Catholic respect for the dead, an 

aspect emphasized in annual Day of the Dead homages to Vara de Rey and his men 

organized by Santiago’s Spanish community center.50 This respect in combination 

with the other aspects of Vara de Rey’s myth produced useful results. For example, in 

1914 a Cuban newspaper, El Reconcentrado, attacked Weyler and a few similar 

officers as dishonorable “bandits” but accepted that the true face of the Spanish 

military was “Vara de Rey falling with glory and saving the military honor of his 

patria.”51  

In 1915, General Weyler attended a banquet in Madrid honoring the 

inauguration of a Vara de Rey monument on the Paseo de Atocha. This respect for a 

fallen comrade was hardly surprising. Most of Spain’s military hierarchy found ways 

 
48 Diario de la Marina, 7 Dec. 1923, p. 2. This particular comparison may have represented a reaction 
to political agitation by Cuban veterans. In August of 1923, an assembly of Cuban veterans in Havana 
established the National Association of Veterans and Patriots under the leadership of Carlos García 
Velez. This organization pushed for laws favoring Cuban workers and national industry, raising 
Spanish community concerns. Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934 (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1986), p. 241. 
49 Casino Español de Matanzas, Memoria 1926 (Matanzas: 1926), p. 6. 
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to express support for the monument. However, one Cuban journal, Cuba 

Contemporánea, implicitly tried to delegitimize Vara de Rey as a hero by associating 

him with Weyler through the latter’s attendance at the banquet, but found its criticism 

fell on deaf ears in Cuba. Weyler’s presence at the event was either omitted or barely 

noted without comment.52  

In sum, Spanish community propaganda transformed Vara de Rey from a 

brave officer who fought in a dirty, hopeless war to a “titan” who exemplified the best 

qualities of a vanquished but civilized and noble foe.53  Praise for Vara de Rey from 

U.S. officers and Cuban patriots represented an essential aspect of this propaganda 

and helped position him as a useful counterweight to negative recollections of 

Spanish wartime conduct. Vara de Rey returned to his nation the “Cuban admiration 

and love which Valmaseda and Weyler had lost.”54 

 

Vara de Rey Monuments and the U.S. Presence 

Spanish efforts to commemorate Vara de Rey attained their greatest visibility 

through three monument projects proposed during the three periods of most direct 

U.S. intervention in Cuban affairs: the post-war occupation from 1898-1902; the 

 
50 This yearly rite was attended at times by representatives from societies in Havana like the Centro 
Asturiano. Raimundo García, El Libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana. 1886-1927 (Havana: P. 
Fernandez y Ca. 1928), p. 133 
51 El Reconcentrado , Havana, 21 Jan. 1914, p. 1. 
52 “Notas Editoriales,” in Cuba Contemporanea, Tomo VIII, May-Aug 1915, p 299-301. 
53 The word “titan” was used by José de Armas and by Spanish community writers like Eva Canel to 
describe Vara de Rey. This may have been meant as way to elevate him to the level of Antonio Maceo, 
popularly known as the “titan of bronze.” 
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second occupation from 1906-1909; and the Crowder intervention of 1920-1923.55 

The three monument initiatives involved sites in Vara de Rey’s hometown of Ibiza, 

the town square of El Caney, and El Viso -- a small fort that formed part of Vara de 

Rey’s defenses at El Caney. Spanish and Cuban reactions to the U.S. presence 

provided vital impetus for these commemorative endeavors, especially during the 

second occupation. 

The Ibiza project encountered the fewest obstacles, because its site was in 

Spain, not Cuba. At the end of 1899, the Ibiza city government initiated a 

subscription to raise funds for a Vara de Rey statue. Its first stone was laid in 1902 

and its formal inauguration took place on July 1, 1904. The major institutions in the 

Spanish community warmly supported this subscription despite some initial 

nervousness about reactions by Cuban nationalists. The Diario de la Marina assured 

Spanish residents that such a patriotic and worthy endeavor would “not stir up the 

ashes of the past struggle.”56  

Naturally, the Sociedad Balear de Beneficencia gave money for the Ibiza 

statue honoring their fellow Balearic Islander but so did a variety of other Spanish 

community institutions including the Spanish casinos in Havana, Santo Domingo, and 

 
54 Diario de la Marina, 19 Nov. 1907, p. 3.  General Weyler and Col. Valmaseda were the two Spanish 
officers most associated with abuses committed against Cuban civilians. 
55 The U.S. State Department sent General Enoch H. Crowder to Cuba in late 1920 to settle the 
disputed presidential elections. He remained for two more years as a “Special Representative” who 
used the Zayas administration’s urgent need for loans in the midst of a financial crisis to reorganize 
key governmental functions at the local and national levels.  He subsequently became U.S. ambassador 
to Cuba. Louis Pérez, Between Reform and Revolution, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
p. 226-227 
56 Diario de la Marina, 8 March 1900, p. 2. 
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Cárdenas.57 In all, during a three-month campaign in 1900, the Spanish community 

raised perhaps a tenth of the statue’s total cost of 55,000 Spanish pesetas. 58 This 

contribution represented a significant sum given the weakened state of the Cuban 

economy at the time because of the devastation left by the war.59  

The Caney plaza site generated even more enthusiasm within the Spanish 

community as Spanish residents responded to the challenge of a U.S. battle 

monument at El Viso inaugurated by the U.S. government in February of 1906.60 In 

1907, Spanish elites in Havana started a campaign to erect a statue to Vara de Rey in 

El Caney as a way to defend Spain’s honor and historical reputation. 61 From 1907 to 

1909, a Havana-based committee coordinated fundraising efforts that raised over 

165,000 Spanish pesetas (around 33,000 U.S. dollars). This would have let the 

committee build the imposing statue in Caney’s plaza that promoters wanted.62  

However, last-minute local opposition forced the committee to move the monument 

project to Madrid after several alternate Cuban sites failed to gain sufficient support.63  

Despite the 1909 setback, the goal of a Cuban site for a Vara de Rey 

monument persisted. In March of 1922, Spanish societies across the island seized on 

 
57 Diario de la Marina, 15 March 1900, p. 2 and 10 April 1900, p. 2. 
58 Diario de Ibiza, Número extraordinario al heroico General Vara de Rey (Ibiza: 1904); and Diario de 
la Marina, March-May editions 1900. 
59 Louis Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, pp. 190-191. 
60 Society of the Army of Santiago de Cuba, Dedication of the Battle Monument at El Caney 
(Baltimore: Press of John S. Bridge & Co., 1906). 
61 Diario de la Marina, 28 Feb. 1907, p. 8. 
62 See section on monument design later in this chapter. 
63 Comisión ejecutiva, En Memoria y Honor de los heroes del Caney (Madrid: Establecimiento 
Tipográfico de Jaime Ratés, 1917), pp. 6, 8.  For opposition by the Quintana clan see later in this 
chapter. The alternate sites were in the city of Santiago and in the elite Vedado neighborhood of 
Havana. 
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an idea proposed by Cuban writer Arturo de Carricarte and began to raise funds to 

renovate El Viso and erect an obelisk to Vara de Rey in front of the fort. The 

restoration project finished in 1930 under the direction of the Cuban military using 

Spanish community funds (about 10,000 U.S. dollars) and Cuban government money. 

The Vara de Rey obelisk did not, however, make it into the final site plans.64 In 

addition, the Cuban Asociación de Veteranos del Ejército y la Marina in Santiago 

proposed a monument to Vara de Rey in El Caney in 1924, and Spanish residents in 

Santiago sought to create a double monument to Vara de Rey and Admiral Cervera in 

1925. However, these last two initiatives did not gain much headway, and were 

intended more for rhetorical effect.65 

The ability of Spanish institutions like the Casino Español, Centro Asturiano, 

and Diario de la Marina to raise money openly for Vara de Rey projects and their 

near-success at gaining a Cuban site could not have happened without the United 

States. The timing of the major monument proposals reflected both the protection 

provided Spanish interests by U.S. authorities and the widespread irritation many 

Spaniards and Cubans felt at U.S. intromission in the island’s affairs. These 

 
64Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 24 March 1922, pp. 82-85, APS, fondo colonia 
española, leg. 7; Actas , 10 May 1929, p. 233  and 26 Sept. 1929, p. 289, leg. 9; Enrique Oñate, author 
of  Album de la Guerra Hispanoamericana (Havana: La Moderna Poesía, 1925), to Minister 
plenipotentiary Mariateguí, Havana, 22 Aug. 1925, Archivo General Militar, sección 2a, div. 3a, leg. 
157; Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1930 (Havana: Solana Hermanos y Cia., 1930), p. 64. 
65 This Cuban veterans’ group led by Comandante Lluch-Bayard was showing its adherence to the 
ideal of hispanismo. Their proposal envisioned a Vara de Rey monument in El Caney and a monument 
to Columbus in Palos de la Frontera in Spain to honor the alpha and omega episodes of Spanish 
colonialism. The 1925 proposal represented a Spanish reaction against a bust of Theodore Roosevelt 
that was inaugurated in Santiago in 1925. Diario de la Marina, 23 Nov. 1924, p. 1; La Región, 
Santiago, 25 Nov. 1925. 
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heightened anti-American feelings created opportunities for Vara de Rey monuments 

which faced greater obstacles outside the three periods of direct U.S. intervention. 

The Ibiza statue fit within a larger strategy by Spanish elites in Cuba to 

present Spanish-Cuban reconciliation as a way to guarantee the island’s 

independence. Anti-Spanish reprisals would only give the United States an excuse to 

keep Cuba on the pretext of preserving order. In 1899, Spain’s diplomatic 

representative, the Marqués de Arguelles, noted that some Cubans persisted in “acts 

of vengeance even if it costs them independence.”66 The Diario de la Marina openly 

warned, “The cables from Cuba about attacks against Spaniards have been very 

gratefully received in the United States by the enemies of Cuban independence.”67 In 

Santiago, the Colonia Española continued in this vein. It stressed that Spaniards and 

Cubans must learn to live like “brothers” or both groups would fall into “misery” 

because of the “subjugating foreign influence that will take advantage of our 

discord.”68  

The Ibiza subscription in Cuba took place between March and May of 1900 

during a period of Cuban protests against Spanish jobs as tobacco workers, priests, 

and customs officials and even some physical reprisals against Spanish veterans.69 

Moreover, the island’s first post-colonial municipal elections occurred in June of 

 
66 Marqués de Arguelles to Foreign Minister, Havana, 10 June 1899, MAE, H2951. 
67 Diario de la Marina, 6 Oct. 1899, p. 1. 
68Colonia Española, Santiago, 26 Feb. 1902, p. 1. 
69 Eduardo Alvarez, Spanish consul in Cienfuegos, to Foreign Minister, Cienfuegos, 10 April 1900, 
MAE, H1872; Diario de la Marina: 14 Feb. 1900, p. 2; 21 Feb. 1900, p. 2; 19 May 1900, p. 1.   
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1900.70 In this context, the Diario de la Marina insisted that good Cuban patriots 

acted like José de Armas. In a May 22 article the newspaper described him as a good 

“Cuban and revolutionary” whose “valor” and “impartiality” in eulogizing Vara de 

Rey served as a valuable lesson to Cuba’s “detractors.”71 The United States would 

have to admit that the island was ready for self-government with enough good 

Cubans like José de Armas. 

Spanish and Cuban elites often shared conflicted views about the United 

States, especially during the second U.S. occupation from 1906-1909.72 In this regard, 

José de Armas revealed ambivalent impulses typical of the time. He supported the 

second U.S. occupation of Cuba in 1906 in order to guarantee political stability and 

economic prosperity following the August Revolution by Liberals angry at a stolen 

presidential election. 73 Despite his pro- intervention stance, José de Armas also 

remained committed to his Hispanic heritage, and in fact his support for Vara de Rey, 

Cervantes, and similar Hispanic icons increased during the second U.S. occupation. 74  

Anger at the return of U.S. control inspired many Cubans to turn back to their 

Hispanic heritage. For example, in 1907 an anonymous poem entitled “The Union of 

Cuba and Spain on Account of the Intervention” made this connection quite pointedly 

in a clandestine but widely disseminated broadsheet. This poem insisted that 

 
70 Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 38. 
71 Diario de la Marina, 22 May 1900, p. 2. 
72 See chapter two. 
73 His biographer later felt compelled to explain away this backing as an aberration by an otherwise 
staunch Cuban patriot. See Dr. Antonio L. Valverde y Maruri, Elogio del Lic. José de Armas y 
Cárdenas (Justo de Lara)” (Havana: Imp. el Siglo XX, 1923), p. 138.  
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Spaniards and Cubans had to unite against the American “danger,” because they 

shared the same “spirit” and nobility. 75 For its part, the Diario de la Marina 

encouraged this linkage of U.S. occupation and unity between noble Latins in its 

promotion of Vara de Rey. In its report on the initial Caney monument meeting, the 

newspaper stressed how the initiative demonstrated the unity of the Latin race in the 

context of a “mutilated and inhibited republic.”76 

The heightened desire for Hispano-Cuban unity among many Cuban patriots 

benefited the Caney monument. Alfonso Hernández-Catá, a Cuban literary and 

political figure, expressed support for the Caney project, because he hoped this 

outpouring of  “deep, noble Latin pride…will scare away the rapacious eagle.”77 In 

similar fashion, Cuban veterans in the Liberal Party invoked the Caney project during 

a 1907 protest in a small town in Eastern Cuba against a U.S.-backed proposal to let 

foreigners vote in municipal elections. The principal speaker, Liberation Army 

general Leyte Vidal, used Vara de Rey to implicitly hammer home the distinction 

between good foreigners (Spaniards) and bad (Americans). Immediately after 

 
74 Valverde y Maruri, Elogio del Lic. José de Armas, pp. 22, 107, 140; Diario de la Marina, 28 Feb. 
1907, p. 8. 
75 Lt. A.J. Dougherty, Santiago, 3 July 1907. U.S. National Archive, Record Group 199, Records of the 
Provisional Government of Cuba, Entry 5, Confidential  Correspondence, Box 2, file 16, letter 7. The 
letter is printed on the letterhead of the Guardia Rural, Regimento no. 3.  The letter includes translated 
versions of two anti-American poems and attaches the Spanish originals.  
76 Diario de la Marina, 1 March 1907, p. 3. 
77 Diario de la Marina,  8 Sept. 1907, pp. 4-5. Hernández-Catá was born in Spain the son of a Spanish 
army sergeant, but grew up in Cuba and considered himself Cuban. As Cuban consul in Madrid in 
1921, he infuriated the Spanish community and Spanish government with remarks critical of Spain’s 
military reverses in Morocco.  In the late 1920s and early 1930s, he became a prominent opponent of 
the Machado regime. Peña Español, Sagua La Grande, to Spanish minis ter in Havana, 30 Aug. 1921, 
MAE, H2352 1913/1920, packet 1920-21; Alfonso Hernández-Cata, Un cementerio en las Antillas  
(Madrid: 1933). 
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threatening the bad foreigners with force, Leyte Vidal urged those present to 

“contribute to the collection currently being made by the Spaniards to raise a 

monument to Gen.Vara de Rey in the town of El Caney.” Secret police spies observed 

that this proposal was “received with enthusiasm” by the 400 protesters present.78  

The link between Vara de Rey and anti-American venting was usually 

sufficiently subtle that it did not trouble U.S. authorities. Provisional governor 

Magoon recognized that the Caney monument touched on U.S. interests and should 

therefore be considered in Washington, but overall he did not feel threatened by it. He 

expressed some suspicion about the Casino Español’s motives, but decided that the 

monument itself had merit, and he authorized the subscription campaign organized by 

the Casino Español and the Diario de la Marina.79 This go-ahead demonstrated U.S. 

magnanimity and let U.S. veterans show their chivalry by contributing to the 

monument. 

Some influential Cuban nationalists began to oppose the Caney monument 

after the resumption of Cuban self-government in 1909.  Key developments in this 

regard occurred after the U.S. provisional governor’s departure from Cuba on January 

28, 1909.80 In early March, opponents in the Caney town council rejected site 

approval for the Vara de Rey monument in the central plaza. The timing and 

reasoning suggested that the council had not felt comfortable opposing the monument 

 
78 Letter from police chief Felipe Cuña to provincial governor, Santiago, 26 March 1907. APS, Fondo 
Gobierno Provincial, materia veteranos, leg. 2842, exp. 9. 
79 Letter from Charles Magoon to U.S. Secretary of War, Havana, April 1907. Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba,  Fondo Secretaría de la Presidencia, caja 2/15. 
80 The last detachment of U.S. troops departed Camp Columbia on 1 April 1909. 



 

162 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
earlier but that the reduced need for Hispanic unity versus the “Yankees” permitted 

the council to finally announce its opposition to a Caney site, albeit still in a 

restrained fashion. 81 

Even as some Cubans began to voice doubts about a Caney site, other Cubans 

remained supportive. The second occupation renewed the need seen by some Cubans 

leaders to prove to the United States that Cubans had the capacity for political 

civility. In April of 1909 as the last U.S. occupation forces left, Orestes Ferrara, 

president of the Cuban House of Representatives, insisted that Cuba needed a 

monument to Vara de Rey. In his view, Cuban support for a Vara de Rey monument 

would provide “the greatest proof of lofty vision and noble feeling that the civilized 

world has ever seen.”82 Ferrara used the term “civilized world,” but his primary 

audience for such a “noble” gesture was the United States which persisted in doubting 

Cuban capacity for “civilized” conduct and self-government. 

U.S. intervention in 1921-1923 created new possibilities for Vara de Rey 

projects. Enoch Crowder’s tutelage of the Zayas administration rankled the patriotic 

sensibilities of many Cubans who, as a result, showed more interest in their Hispanic 

heritage. In 1922, for example, the U.S. consul in Santiago reported on a new 

periodical, the Oriente Gráfico, which dedicated its first issue to a retrospective on 

the “Spanish-American” War. The consul noted that the coverage “seemed to be 

 
81 The constraints on Cuban opposition to Vara de Rey are examined later in the chapter. 
82 Letter from Orestes Ferrara to Col. Manuel Aranda [a high official in the Cuban National Veterans 
Commission], Havana, 28 April 1909. Reprinted as “Lo de la Estatua a Vara de Rey” in the Diario 
Español, 1 May 1909, p.1. 
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rather more pro-Spanish than would be expected of a Cuban publication.”83 The 

Cuban Congress and President Zayas demonstrated a similar respect for the island’s 

Spanish legacy by making Columbus Day a national holiday in 1922 to the great joy 

of Spanish elites.84 

This “pro-Spanish” attitude translated into renewed support for a Vara de Rey 

monument in Cuba. In March of 1922, Cuban writer Arturo de Carricarte followed in 

the footsteps of José de Armas by proposing a subscription to erect an obelisk or bust 

of Vara de Rey at a restored El Viso. Carricarte thought that “noble” Cubans and 

Spaniards needed to counter the “vainglorious” and “inaccurate” U.S. monuments in 

the Santiago region. 85  As noted previously, the Spanish community enthusiastically 

promoted this plan which came to at least partial fruition. 

The United States provided significant impetus for Spanish historical projects 

in Cuba between 1900 and 1930. U.S. war monuments inspired Spanish competition; 

U.S. protection preserved the Spanish resources needed for monument projects; and 

U.S. intervention (real and threatened) encouraged Spanish-Cuban reconciliation 

amidst heightened anti-Yankee sentiment. The greatest periods of resentment, during 

the years of U.S. intervention, facilitated the most ambitious Vara de Rey projects.  

 

 
83 U.S. consul in Santiago, Harold D. Clum, to U.S. Secretary of State, Santiago, 23 Nov. 1922, USDS  
837.911/114.  
84 Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1922 (Havana: Imp. la Habanera de Solana Hnos. y Ca., 
1923), p. 10; Minister plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 19 Oct. 1922, MAE, 
H1432, correspondencia general, packet ‘Política de Cuba.’ 
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Designing Monuments  

 This section compares planning for Vara de Rey monuments in Cuba and 

peninsular Spain, focusing in particular on the selection of sites, designers, ma terials, 

and aesthetic motifs. The design objectives of insular and peninsular Spaniards had a 

reciprocal influence across the Atlantic, but different commemorative priorities and 

contexts produced divergent messages overall. Spaniards in Cuba necessarily placed 

greater emphasis on reconciliation than glory.  

Site selection and control were far more critical issues for war monuments in 

Cuba than they were for Spain because of the competition between Americans, 

Spaniards, and Cubans for access to key insular sites. Several different U.S. interests 

sought “Spanish-American War” sites in the Santiago area to erect monuments on 

them. These U.S. groups included government officials, veterans, an iron company, 

and Katherine Tingley’s Universal Brotherhood Society 86 The Spanish community 

center in Santiago responded by trying to buy El Viso and the parcel of land where 

Vara de Rey fell, but the widow who owned these properties refused to sell them, 

even though she was a Spanish subject and resident of Spain.87 

 
85 Arturo R. de Carricarte, “Dos Heroes” in Diario de la Marina, 15 March 1922, p. 13.  Eva Canel 
noted the similarity between this initiative and the earlier project initiated by José de Armas in her 
article “Vara de Rey y el Viso”, Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1922, afternoon edition, p. 1. 
86 Spanish consul in Santiago, Joaquin Pereyra, to military governor of Santiago, Santiago, 9 Feb. 
1901, U.S. National Archives, Record Group 140, Records of the Military Government of Cuba, Entry 
3, Letters Received, Box 155, File 1146; Frank Steinhart on behalf of the Society of the Army of 
Santiago to Governor of Oriente, Havana, 29 Dec. 1904, APS, Fondo GP, materia monumentos, leg. 
1701, exp. 9;  Interior Ministry in Havana to Governor of  Oriente, Havana, 5 March 1906, APS, fondo 
GP, materia monumentos, leg. 1701, exp. 13; Universal Brotherhood in Point Loma, open letter, 18 
Jan. 1907, Archivo del Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 9, exp. 41. 
87 APS, Fondo Colonia Española, leg. 3, Actas 1902-1908, pp. 114, 131, and 133. 
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Cuban officials reacted by asserting their control over potential monument 

sites. The Caney town council’s rejection of the plaza site provides a prominent 

example in this regard. The island’s laws left it unclear whether local, provincial or 

national politicians had primary control over monument permits.88 Consequently, 

Spanish community leaders sought to play off different levels of Cuban officials to 

get approval for an alternate Vara de Rey site in Eastern Cuba or Havana.89 These 

efforts had some initial success but not enough to prevent the eventual choice to remit 

the collected money to Madrid.  

Site selection was an easier and less symbolically charged process in Spain. 

Ibiza’s monument committee gave some thought to using Vara de Rey’s childhood 

home as a site, but decided to place his statue on one of the town’s principal avenues -

- the Alameda -- for reasons of civic embellishment and as a way to honor the hero.90 

The 1915 monument in Madrid was placed on a major thoroughfare in recognition of 

Vara de Rey’s stature as a hero. The particular avenue chosen -- Paseo de Atocha -- 

had the additional advantage of leading to the National Pantheon of Heroes.91 

Site selection could occur before or after fundraising. 92 Once both of these 

objectives were met, organizing committees then had to select a designer or design 

 
88 Diario de la Marina, 24 Oct. 1902, p. 2 and 21 July 1920, p. 1. 
89 Santiago city council, Actas municipales, 30 March 1909, pp. 40-43, book 13. 
90 Diario de Ibiza, Número extraordinario al heroico General Vara de Rey. 
91 Comisión ejecutiva, En memoria y honor de los heroes del Caney, p. 7. The monument still exists 
but does not occupy its original site. It became an obstacle to traffic and was later moved to the side 
garden of the Basilica of Atocha near the Paseo de la Infanta Isabel and the Avenida de la Ciudad de 
Barcelona.  María del Socorro Salvador, La escultura monumental en Madrid: calles, plazas y jardines 
públicos, 1875-1936 (Madrid: Editorial Alpuerto, 1990), pp. 303-308 
92 Fundraising was a crucial phase which is discussed at length in the next section. 
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team, typically a sculptor or architect. It is difficult to know how the Spanish 

community would have proceeded in this regard since its Vara de Rey monuments 

never made it to the design stage. Sculptors from Spain such as Moises de la Huerta 

enjoyed considerable prestige in Cuba.93 Yet, choosing a Cuban artist would have 

better fit the project’s goal of reconciliation. This did in fact happen with the last 

major Spanish war monument built in Cuba, the 1930 Monument to the Spanish 

Soldier, designed by the eminent Cuban architect Félix Cabarrocas.94 The nationality 

of the designer was not an issue in Spain where most 1898 monuments were designed 

by a small pool of prominent Spanish artists, most notably the Benlliure family and 

Julio González Pola.95 The latter was chosen by the Madrid-based committee to 

design the 1915 monument to Vara de Rey. 

 The raw materials employed by a designer often had symbolic weight in their 

own right. The designers of both the Ibiza and Madrid monuments sought donations 

of bronze from Spain’s military foundries in part to save money but also because such 

a martial material would be in keeping with the theme of their monuments.96  This 

kind of material would not have available to Spaniards in Cuba, except as melted 

down relics from the war. For the most part, however, U.S. battle monuments in Cuba 

 
93 De la Huerta designed Nicolás Rivero’s tomb as well as the original bronze eagle on top of  the 
Maine Monument in Havana. In addition, he was cheated out of a victory in the design competition for 
the Monument to Máximo Gómez, apparently because he was Spanish. See chapter six.  
94El Arquitecto - Revista mensual, Havana, numbers 32-33, Nov. and Dec. 1928, p. 233. 
95 María del Socorro Salvador, La escultura monumental; Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen: 
Símbolos, mitos y nación  (Madrid: Taurus, 1999), p. 253. 
96 Sección de Artillería, “Sobre concesión de bronces para el monumento del General Vara de Rey,” 
no. 82, 1900, Archivo General Militar, sección 2a, división 3a, leg. 157; Comisión ejecutiva, En 
memoria y honor de los héroes del Caney, p. 7. 
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monopolized captured Spanish cannon -- often left intact as decorative pieces --  

much to the disgust of some Spanish residents who saw this as a demeaning reminder 

of their defeat.97  

The Caney monument probably would have used imported Italian marble (for 

prestige) because of the desire of many Spanish residents to erect “something more 

than a simple monument.”98 In 1906 the Cuban legislature approved a Spanish 

community request for an import duty exemption on stone (not specified but probably 

Italian marble) for a monument to Spanish soldiers in Oriente, actually a pantheon to 

Spanish war dead in Santiago’s cemetery.  99 Formally inaugurated in November of 

1909, this project was similar in some respects to the Caney monument.  

Trying to capture Vara de Rey’s legend in metal and stone produced some 

aesthetic tensions that manifested in different ways in Cuba and Spain. The 1904 

Ibiza monument focused exclusively on Spanish military glory to an extent that 

probably would not have been permitted by Cuban nationalists at a Cuban site. The 

still extant monument of brown stone and bronze features Vara de Rey atop a pedestal 

defiantly thrusting his sword into the sky. The wounded general is held up by an 

admiring soldier while below them a trumpet-holding angel gazes up at Vara de Rey. 

A crowned woman at the base inscribes Vara de Rey’s name on the pedestal with a 

pen while in her other hand she carries a sword hilt down. A bronze laurel wreath 

 
97 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1922, afternoon edition, pp. 1, 5.  
98 Reprint from El Avisador Comercial in the Diario de la Marina, 18 Nov. 1907, p. 7, afternoon 
edition. 
99 Cuban Congress, Diario de sesiones, 16 May 1906, p. 33. 
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completes the monument. All of these elements – swords, trumpet, crown, laurel 

wreath, adoring subordinate – convey a message of martial prowess, heroism, 

leadership and glory centered on the figure of Vara de Vara whose uplifted sword 

stands at the apex of a triangle of bronze elements. The center of the triangle carries 

the monument’s simple dedication: “To Vara de Rey.” No reference is made to Cuba. 

[see image #3] 

 Spaniards in Cuba seldom referred to the Ibiza monument after its 

inauguration in 1904 because they wanted to highlight the novelty of a monument to 

Vara de Rey in Cuba.  Yet, it seems likely that the Ibiza monument’s message of 

glory may have influenced their early conceptions of a monument in Caney dedicated 

both to Spanish glory and Hispano-Cuban reconciliation. Certainly, the Madrid 

monument committee believed this dual message was what it had received from its 

Havana predecessor.100 Consequently, the Madrid committee sought a design that 

would embody this dual theme, and, according to the Diario de la Marina, succeeded 

in this endeavor.101 In fact, however, González Pola struggled to combine glory and 

reconciliation into a coherent aesthetic message.  He used two interlaced hands and an 

olive branch to suggest reconciliation. To evoke military glory, he inscribed the 

words “Valor”, “Patriotism” and “Honor” on different faces of a pedestal shaped in 

the form of an Egyptian pyramid. [see image #3] 

 
100 Comisión ejecutiva, En memoria, p. 7; Rafael María de Labra, Españoles y Cubanos después  de la 
separación (Madrid: Imp de Jaime Ratés, 1916), p. 31. Labra, a republican senator, was the president 
of the Madrid monument committee. In the colonial period, he had endeared himself to many Cubans 
as an early and vocal supporter of autonomy for the island. 
101 Diario de la Marina, 20 July 1915, p. 3.  
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 The Madrid monument to Vara de Rey suffered from inherent symbolic 

contradictions as intellectual historian Carlos Serrano has pointed out.102 It tried to 

commemorate both peace and war and to show death in battle as well as communion 

between combatants. Many observers at the time found the resulting aesthetic muddle 

unimpressive.  One political commentator in Spain noted that the inauguration 

ceremony had been beautiful but that the monument itself  “was ugly and badly 

emplaced.”103 González Pola found it impossible to reconcile the competing goals 

given him to work with. Indeed, he suffered a nervous breakdown while designing the 

monument, a testimony perhaps to the difficulty of his task. 

  A later renovation of the Madrid monument altered its meaning by changing 

its primary inscriptions. Originally, it featured two: “To the Heroes of Caney” and 

“Cuba and Spain.” Later, the monument was rededicated to “The General Vara de 

Rey and the Heroes of Caney.” The new inscription removed any mention of the 

rapprochement between Cuba and Spain that had been the monument project’s chief 

novelty from its inception. With the change, the monument became just another 

tribute to a dead general, one of many cluttering the streets of Madrid.104 

 Spaniards in Cuba ultimately went in a different direction. They chose to 

sacrifice tributes to military glory to obtain monuments dedicated principally to 

reconciliation and the honored dead. The Monument to the Spanish Soldier on San 

 
102 Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen, p. 283. 
103 Carlos Serrano, p. 285. 
104 Serrano, p. 284.  
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Juan Hill represented the most visible community effort in this regard.105 

Inaugurated in 1930, this simple obelisk of black stone with a flat image of a Spanish 

soldier took its symbolic charge from proximity to U.S. monuments (Rough Rider 

statue, Peace Tree) and a statue to the unknown Cuban soldier.106  Its inscription 

stressed the obelisk’s importance as an icon of reconc iliation between Spaniards and 

Cubans and a tribute to the island’s Hispanic legacy: “1492 Discovery of 

America/1898 Spain’s Goodbye to the American Land discovered and colonized by 

the genius of the Race/The Cuban Republic by the will of its people and its army 

dedicates this homage to the Spanish soldier who knew how to die heroically in the 

defense of his duty.”107 [see image #4] 

 The Spanish soldier monument received its initial impetus from the discovery 

of the remains of Spanish soldiers and officers in 1922 and 1927 on the slopes of San 

Juan Hill. The Spanish community center in Santiago treated these grisly relics with 

great reverence, interring them in the society’s war dead pantheon and sending a 

special envoy to Madrid to give their personal effects to Alfonso XIII.108 In 1926, the 

Santiago community center began to promote a monument to the unknown Spanish 

 
105 Earlier efforts included the 1910 Maltiempo monument and various military pantheons. 
106 The Centro de la Colonia Española in Santiago tried to convert the Spanish monument into a more 
ambitious bronze statue of a Spanish soldier, but met opposition from Spanish diplomats and Cuban 
officials who worried this might prove too much for the sensibilities of some ardent Cuban patriots 
already upset at the notion of any Spanish monument in Santiago. Spanish consul in Santiago, Mariano 
Vidal, to Spanish ambassador, Santiago, 16 Dec. 1926, MAE, H2353; Centro de la Colonia Española 
de Santiago, Actas , 25 Jan. 1928, p. 12, APS, fondo colonia española, leg. 9a; El Arquitecto, numbers 
32-33, Nov. and Dec. 1928, p. 233. 
107 Juan Pablo de Lojendro et al., Presencia de España en Cuba (Madrid: Revista Geográfica Española, 
1954) p. 157. 
108 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 9 Oct. 1923, pp. 243-45 and 18 Feb. 1928, p. 19, 
APS, fondo colonia española, leg. 7 and leg. 9a. 
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soldiers of both San Juan and El Caney. In 1927, the Havana-based Comité de 

Sociedades Españolas added its support.109  

This initiative responded to the extensive U.S. memorial complex on San Juan 

Hill and came at a time when the major Spanish societies needed to reinforce their 

solidarity because of an attack on their medical resources launched by the Cuban 

Federación Médica.110 The Cuban political context played a crucial role as well. 

President Machado took over the project in 1928 and committed the Cuban military 

to paying over half its cost. This let him reward backers in the Spanish community 

and respond to a U.S. memorial provocation in 1928 that outraged Cuban nationalists. 

The American caretaker of the U.S. monuments on San Juan Hill had abused Cuban 

visitors and refused entry to a group of Cuban school children. 111 

The Monument to the Spanish Soldier in Santiago was the last major Spanish 

war monument erected to 1898 anywhere.112 It was not a monument to Vara de Rey. 

Despite repeated efforts, Spaniards in Cuba never managed to erect an actual 

monument to their favorite dead general on Cuban soil. However, the Spanish soldier 

obelisk did satisfy two out of the three primary goals Spanish community leaders had 

sought with monuments to Vara de Rey in Cuba. It countered U.S. monuments in 

Santiago and it promoted Spanish-Cuban reconciliation. Only the message of military 

glory and heroism epitomized by Vara de Rey failed to receive articulation in metal 

 
109 “Monumento al soldado español,” Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15306/1-7. 
110 See chapter seven. 
111 U.S. consul in Santiago, Mr. Nathan, to Secretary of State, Santiago, 29 March 1928,  USDS 
837.413/18 
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and stone on the island. Without question, this was a setback for Spanish community 

propaganda, but not a true failure. The overarching legend of Vara de Rey was more 

important than any particular monument. The publicity surrounding Vara de Rey 

monument proposals for Cuban and Spanish sites, despite their varying outcomes, 

played a significant role in keeping Spain’s noble general in Cuban immediate 

memory.  

 

Supporters and Critics of Vara de Rey  
 

The Spanish community devoted considerable time, attention, and money to 

the promotion of Vara de Rey. In all, thousands of Spaniards in Cuba gave money 

and labor between 1900 and 1930 to realize various Vara de Rey-related projects.113 

Through this outpouring of support, promoters sought to strengthen community unity 

and encourage better relations with Cubans. A variety of prominent Cubans 

responded positively to this campaign in order to promote their credentials as noble 

victors and express resentment towards the “Yankees.” Cuban critics of Vara de Rey 

had to act circumspectly to avoid charges of “uncivilized” behavior. The muted 

nature of this opposition demonstrates how successful Spanish community leaders 

were at keeping Vara de Rey in the island’s immediate public memory. 

 

 
112 Carlos Serrano gives this honor to a monument erected in Cartagena, Spain, in 1922, but the 1930 
Santiago de Cuba memorial more truly represents the end of a commemorative era. Serrano, p. 289. 
113 It is impossible to know precisely how many contributors there were. Many Spanish clubs and 
businesses bundled the donations of their members or employees into one contribution to send on to a 
central organizing committee. Perhaps 20,000 total individuals  would be a safe estimate. 
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Spanish Unity 

The principal Vara de Rey initiative, the Caney monument, raised 165,000 

Spanish pesetas from over 3,300 individuals, businesses, and social clubs from across 

the island between 1907 and 1908.114 The other Vara de Rey initiatives in Cuba rarely 

raised more than 20,000 Spanish pesetas per project but showed similar geographic 

diversity. Vara de Rey projects appealed to Spaniards in major population centers -- 

Havana, Matanzas, Santiago -- as well as numerous small towns like Madruga, 

Calimete, and Banaguises. 

Regional differences in Cuba and within the Spanish community had some 

impact on Vara de Rey projects. In particular, the unusual concentration of Catalans 

in Santiago probably weakened local efforts to commemorate Vara de Rey. In 1907, 

the main Catalan organization in Santiago, the Centro Catalán, had 500 members and 

an annual budget of 10,000 pesos. The main Spanish group, the Centro de la Colonia 

Española de Santiago had 300 members and a budget of 5000 pesos.115 This disparity 

in membership and resources was important given the popularity of separatist ideas 

among Santiago’s Catalans. These sentiments tended to keep the Centro Catalán from 

joining in projects seen as supporting Spanish nationalism. 116 The Catalan center was 

 
114 Over a hundred more contributions came from Spain, the United States (New York and Tampa), 
and  Germany. 
115 APS, Fondo GP, materia publicaciones, leg. 1903, exp. 23. 
116 See chapter five. 
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notably absent from the Colonia Española’s annual Day of the Dead homages to 

Vara de Rey and the Spanish soldiers who died in 1898.117  

Not all Catalans in Cuba shared their Santiago compatriots’ disinterest in Vara 

de Rey. In fact, the Centro Catalán in Havana was one of only 12 organizations 

generous enough to donate 100 Spanish gold pesos to the Caney subscription. The 

Beneficencia Catalana in Havana also donated money as did the wealthy Catalan 

merchant Narcíso Gelats who gave the maximum amount of 530 Spanish gold pesos. 

One contributor even had his name listed as simply “un catalán.” In sum, Catalans in 

Santiago tended to give less support to Vara de Rey than other Spaniards and even 

other Catalans elsewhere in Cuba. 

The Spanish collective in Santiago compensated for the lack of local Catalan 

support in a variety of ways. It sent out delegates to surrounding communities in 

Eastern Cuba to promote the Caney project and to solicit funds. Its board members 

also played on regional rivalries between Havana and Santiago to gain support from 

the Santiago city council for a Santiago site when the Caney plaza approval fell 

through. The Santiago city council agreed to provide a site for the monument rather 

than have it move to Madrid or, even worse, Havana.118 In the end, however, the 

central monument committee in Havana decided to pass on this offer. 

Like so much else in Cuban life, the major Vara de Rey monument decisions 

emanated from Havana. Seat of national political and economic power, Havana was 

 
117 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas, 7 Nov. 1913, p.157, APS, Fondo colonia 
española, leg. 4. 



 

175 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
also home to the greatest concentration of Spaniards and Spanish resources.119 It was 

no surprise therefore that the Caney project began in Havana. The first organizing 

meeting involved over 40 of the Spanish community’s most influential mutual aid 

society presidents, newspaper directors, and businessmen. After discussing the 

project’s goals, the assembly appointed a select executive committee that included the 

director of the Diario de la Marina, the president of the Centro Asturiano, and the 

president of the Casino Español.120  

Although initiated by elites, support for the Caney monument extended across 

class lines. Subscription lists published in the Diario de la Marina show that 

contributions ranged from 530 Spanish gold pesos down to 5 centavos, a sum 

accessible to the humbler segments of the Spanish community. Many of the smallest 

contributions were made by workers in bars, restaurants, clothing shops, and tobacco 

factories.121 It is at least possible that the owner of a particular establishment could 

have coerced some contributions. However, the subscription’s organizers believed 

that a genuine reservoir of popular patriotic sentiment existed and took care to send 

canvassing teams to tobacco factories and artisan neighborhoods.122   

Popular patriotic sentiment was by no means universal within the community. 

Most notably, Spanish anarchists criticized all patriotic projects, especially those 

connected with war. The anarchist newspaper Rebelión considered war a “cruel farce” 

 
118 Santiago City Council, Actas municipales de Santiago, book 13, 30 March 1909, pp. 40-43.  
119 See chapter one. 
120 Diario de la Marina, 28 Feb. 1907. 
121 See subscription lists published in the Diario de la Marina  between May 1907 and May 1908. 
122 Diario de la Marina, 23 Aug. 1907, p. 7, afternoon edition. 
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for the working class in general and specifically lambasted the futility of Spain’s war 

in Morocco in 1909.123 Consequently, anarchists singled out one particular aspect of 

Vara de Rey memorial activities for scorn: the “Vara de Rey” battalion of volunteers 

for the Moroccan conflict. This idea was promoted by the Diario Español in August 

of 1909 in response to Spanish military activity in Morocco and riots in Barcelona 

over the call-up of reservists.124 Anarchists ridiculed the proposal and used it as the 

pretext for a protest march in Havana in solidarity with the Barcelona rioters. After 

the Spanish government refused to accept the volunteer battalion, another anarchist 

newspaper, Tierra, sneered, “We suppose that the warrior spirit of the ‘Vara de Rey 

Battalion’ will now fade away. We in their place would tell the king to take a hike 

and would break the vara [staff or rod].”125 Anarchists did not honor Vara de Rey’s 

memory. 

Although not universal, community support for Vara de Rey projects and 

similar initiatives proved sufficiently broad to project a public image of Spanish 

cohesion.  In 1901, a Spanish diplomat noted that these kind of monument 

subscriptions mattered less for the money they raised than for bringing together the 

“greatest number of Spaniards” to show “that we are many here and are united in all 

 
123 Rebelión, Havana, 5 Aug. 1909, p. 1. 
124 Pedro Trujillo de Moncada, president of the battalion’s organizing commission, to Minister 
plenipotentiary Pablo Soler, Havana, 19 Aug. 1909, MAE, H1430. 
125Tierra, Havana, 7 Aug. 1909, p. 2. The Spanish government politely declined the offer, because it 
felt some of the volunteers were only interested in getting a free trip to Spain. Spain’s diplomatic 
representative admitted, however, that some of the prospective volunteers were sincerely patriotic.  
Minister plenipotentiary Pablo Soler to Foreign Minister, Havana, 19 Aug. 1909, MAE, H1430. 
Volunteers from Cuba did fight later on in Morocco in the early 1920s inspired by the desire to avenge 
the Spanish military disaster at Annual in 1921. Diario de la Marina, 4 June 1922, p. 1. 
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matters pertaining to Spain and the honor of Spaniards.”126 The publication of long 

lists of contributors from Spanish social clubs in towns all across the island projected 

this image of community unity, and was in fact a staple of monument-building in this 

era.127  

The desire to show community unity warred with committee members’ 

longing for a truly majestic monument in El Caney. The central committee 

compromised between the two competing goals by capping the 1907-1909 donations 

at 530 Spanish gold pesos. Most contributions were a Spanish silver peso or less. The 

range of amounts suggested broad support but still permitted significant sums to be 

raised. If unity had been the only goal, the target amount would have been much 

lower. This did in fact happen with the 1922 El Viso restoration effort which limited 

donations to one Cuban peso or less.128 Such a low figure expressed confidence that 

the entire community would come together to finance the project, rather than just a 

few wealthy individuals. 

Vara de Rey did not inspire perfect unity. Some Spaniards preferred different 

commemorative venues like schools.129 At times fundraisers flared into vicious spats 

 
126 Minister plenipotentiary Joaquín Torroja to Foreign Minister, Havana, 19 Nov. 1901.  MAE, 
H1906. The letter referred specifically to fund-raising for a monument in Asturias to naval captain 
Villaamil, a hero similar in some respects to Vara de Rey. 
127 Daniel Sherman, The Construction of Memory in Interwar France (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1999), pp. 120-121. 
128 Diario de la Marina, March 1922 issues. The fact that this was a period of economic crisis may 
have influenced the decision to cap amounts at such a low level. On the other hand, contributors like 
the second count of Rivero (son of Nicolás) and entrepreneur and writer Tiburcio Casteñeda remained 
affluent enough that they could have given much more. 
129 José Segarra and Joaquín Juliá, Excursión por América: Cuba (San José, Costa Rica: Imp. de 
Avelino Alsina, 1906), p. 455. 
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about strategy. 130 A minority of Spanish residents even argued that perhaps other 

heroes like Frederic Capdevila might prove more appropriate.131  On the whole, 

however, Vara de Rey represented a hero most of the community could agree on most 

of the time. This was no small advantage in a collective that experienced important 

divisions based on regional origins, economic status, political philosophy, and 

personal ambitions.132 Overall, Vara de Rey initiatives succeeded in demonstrating 

community cohesion. 

Attracting Cuban Support 

Vara de Rey also served the Spanish community as a vital tool for promoting 

reconciliation between Spanish residents and Cuban victors as members of the same 

“noble” Hispanic race. As a “god of honor and patriotism,” Vara de Rey awakened 

“longings of race, religion, language, and customs” in the souls of his former foes.133 

Propaganda and fundraising efforts for Vara de Rey memorials consistently 

emphasized this fraternal embrace between Spaniards and Cubans. Subscription lists 

and theater benefits showed the world that “emancipated Cuba does not harbor any 

rancor.” 134 

Politicians who were also Cuban independence veterans provided the best 

material for these displays of reconciliation. To this end, the Diario de la Marina 

 
130 Diario de la Marina, 5 Nov. 1907, afternoon edition, p. 5. 
131 Captain Capdevila had nobly defended the Cuban medical student martyrs of 1871, but his anti-
clericalism and the fact that he died of disease as a civilian refugee during the 1898 siege of Santiago 
limited his appeal within the Spanish community. See chapter seven. 
132 See chapter one. 
133 Diario de la Marina, 1 March 1907, p. 3.  
134 Diario de la Marina, 14 Nov. 1907, afternoon edition, p. 1. 
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lavished praise on José Miguel Gómez, a Cuban Liberation Army general turned 

presidential aspirant. This well-known veteran contributed 25 gold pesos to the 1907 

subscription. The newspaper reprinted Gómez’s accompanying letter which expressed 

“profound admiration” for Vara de Rey. In a subsequent issue, the newspaper 

featured his donation prominently in a list of subscribers.135    

 One way Spanish leaders solicited support from Cuban patriots was to point 

out that the valor of Spanish soldiers necessarily reflected well upon the fighting 

ability of the Cuban Liberation Army. After all, Cuban forces had fought the 

Spaniards alone for three years prior to U.S. intervention in 1898. U.S. belittlement of 

the Cuban war effort made this notion appealing to Cubans. In the patronizing view 

of U.S. officers like General Young, U.S. guns drove out “Spanish tyranny,” not 

Cuban freedom fighters.136   This attitude, typical in the U.S. military, ignored the 

vital roles Cubans had played in making the U.S. campaign in Santiago possible, such 

as protecting the U.S. landing and preventing Spanish reinforcements from reaching 

the Santiago area. Even worse, U.S. officers often denigrated Cuban soldiers as 

passive and unfit for modern fighting.137 This U.S. condescension made it easier for 

the Spanish community to sell the idea of Spanish military prowess as a necessary 

bolster for past Cuban exploits. Arturo de Carricarte exp licitly accepted this idea in 

his comparison of Vara de Rey -- the “respectable vanquished” -- with Liberation 

Army general Calixto García who he saw as “the true victor” of 1898. Carricarte 

 
135 Diario de la Marina, 16 May 1907, afternoon edition, p. 1 and 17 May 1907, p. 5.  
136 Society of the Army of Santiago de Cuba, Dedication of the Battle monument at El Caney, p. 13. 
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dismissed the U.S. military from this comparison as boastful and “cowardly” North 

American allies.138 

Some Cubans signed on to Vara de Rey projects because they liked being 

portrayed as noble victors. For example, Quintín Banderas, an Afro-Cuban Liberation 

Army general, donated money to the Ibiza statue and made similar magnanimous 

gestures towards Spaniards in order to counteract criticism from white Cubans that he 

was “uncivilized.”139  Despite his straightened means, Banderas gave two silver pesos 

to meet the obligation of “the valorous” and encouraged other veterans to do so as 

well. 140   

Banderas’ decision probably reflected both self- interest (i.e. to burnish his 

reputation) and the inherent emotional appeal of the noble victor aspect of Spanish 

community propaganda. This appeal could exist independently of self- interest. For 

example, one donor to the El Viso restoration project gave his name simply as “a 

Cuban admirer of Spanish heroism.”141 This anonymity suggests a personal desire to 

feel noble without any need for public acknowledgement. In similar fashion, some 

contributors to the Caney monument signed themselves simply as “a Cuban” or “a 

Cuban who fought Vara de Rey.”  

 
137 Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share, p. 93. 
138 Diario de la Marina, 15 March 1922, p. 13. 
139 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999), p. 179. 
140 Diario de la Marina, 8 April 1900, p. 2. 
141 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1922, p. 1. It does not seem likely that this anonymity reflected fear 
of reprisals, given the prominence of the Cuban patriots who signed on openly.  
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In all, Cubans supported the Spanish community’s Vara de Rey projects for 

reasons of material self- interest, personal pride, national reputation, and solidarity 

versus the “Anglo-Saxons.” Of these, a shared hostility to the United States proved 

the most important and came to the fore during the periods of most blatant U.S. 

intervention.  

Muted Cuban Opposition 

Some Cubans did not accept the Spanish community’s arguments regarding 

Vara de Rey.  However, the care with which these opponents had to act reveals the 

successful implantation of the myth of Vara de Rey.  Nowhere is this care more 

evident than in the case of Estanislau Quintana, mayor of El Caney in 1907. It was his 

mentally retarded younger brother, Rafael, whom Vara de Rey had ordered shot on 30 

June 1898. Outraged by this news, Estanislau’s other brother, José, successfully 

petitioned their superiors in the Liberation Army to join the U.S. attack on El Viso.142  

It seems a reasonable supposition that Estanislau Quintana continued to harbor 

a grudge against Vara de Rey after the war. At the very least, it defies belief to think 

the mayor had any desire to see an ostentatious monument raised to the man who had 

executed his brother. Set in the central plaza of a small town, a large statue would 

have been impossible to avoid.143  

 
142 Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de Santiago, vol. 9, pp. 375-377. 
143 In 1907, Caney had only five north-south and eight east-west streets. The town’s population was 
about 8000 although the entire municipal district of Caney had 16,000. APS, Fondo Francisco R. 
Argilagos, leg. 17, exp. 124. 
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The degree to which the mayor and his councilmen felt obliged to defend 

their decision represents the Caney rejection’s most surprising aspect. Estanislau 

Quintana wrote to the island’s major newspapers, spoke before the Spanish 

community center in Santiago, and even explained the town’s decision to the 

president of Cuba. This public relations campaign insisted that El Caney’s action 

harbored no ill-will towards Spaniards or any disrespect for Vara de Rey.  In an open 

letter to the president, Mayor Quintana protested, “The town council’s decision has 

nothing to do with intransigence or hostility to the idea of the Spaniards.”144  

No hint of the mayor’s personal grievance against Vara de Rey ever shone 

through. It was much more important to appear as a noble victor representing a 

“civilized town.”  The decision was explained as a purely technical matter: the plaza 

was already dedicated to Antonio Maceo and someday the town would erect a 

monument to the Afro-Cuban general there.145 Quintana insisted, however, that “we 

have a debt as well in the municipality of Caney to show that this is a town of lofty 

sentiment, a civilized town, tempered in modern ideas, and cooperating in all ways to 

ensure that Vara de Rey is honored in El Caney.”146 The mayor promised that some 

more appropriate site could be found in El Caney. Somehow, though, this site never 

materialized.   

 
144 La Lucha, Havana, 30 March 1909, p. 7. 
145 This monument was never  built, although the plaza remained dedicated to Antonio Maceo. El 
Caney was not a wealthy town. In 1906, its total municipal budget was 10,000 pesos, a smaller sum 
than the cost of a decent monument. APS, Fondo Gobierno Provincial, materia ayuntamiento, leg. 126, 
exp. 8.  
146 Diario Español, 6 April 1909, p.1. The article reprints a telegram from Estanislau Quintana dated 
30 March 1909. 
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It is hard to gauge the role played by Cuban politics and economic 

development in the Caney council’s actions. The town was solidly affiliated with the 

Liberal Party which often tried to support issues of interest to Cuban veterans. At the 

national level, however, the leader of the Liberal party, José Miguel Gómez, 

supported the Caney monument. Locally, party politics had little impact in Caney 

because it was so solidly under the thumb of the Quintana clan. 147 Economically, the 

Spanish monument would have contributed to the growth of battle site tourism, 

already evident in the local economy and desired by the town council. However, since 

this industry was primarily geared to U.S. tourists, a Spanish monument was perhaps 

not essential in the same way that good roads to El Viso were.148 

El Caney’s dedication of its plaza to the Afro-Cuban Liberation Army general 

Antonio Maceo in 1905 (and the communication of that fact to Maceo’s widow) may 

have represented the kind of commemoration that the town’s native Cubans could 

readily agree upon regardless of race.149 This desire to pay tribute to Maceo was, 

however, widespread in Cuba and did not necessarily preclude a Vara de Rey 

monument. One Cuban newspaper in Sancti Spiritus, El Fenix, responded to the 

Caney council rejection of 1909 by proposing that Vara de Rey share the plaza with 

 
147This assessment was made by reporter Fidel Azana in La Independencia, Santiago, 28 May 1908. 
148 The town council enthusiastically gave approval in 1905 to the U.S. monument at El Viso and 
petitioned the national legislature in 1913 for three kilometers of new roads to facilitate access to El 
Viso. Letter from P. Quintana, mayor of El Caney, to the Civil Governor of Santiago, 13 Feb. 1905. 
APS, Fondo GP, materia monumentos, leg. 170; and Caney town council, Actas , 7 April 1913. APS, 
Fondo GP, leg. 131, exp 4.  
149 Caney council, Actas 1905. APS, Fondo GP, materia ayuntamientos, leg. 125, exp. 13. 
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Antonio and José Maceo in a group of sculptures that would serve “as the true seal 

of fraternity between the civilizing country and the last emancipated colony.”150 

The lofty sentiment of reconciliation evident in El Fenix could not overcome 

the onus of history. The inescapable fact in El Caney was that no one had a greater 

reason to personally dislike Vara de Rey than Mayor Quintana and his influential 

family. However, it is a testament to the Spanish community’s successful 

implantation of the myth of Vara de Rey that even the Quintana clan could not 

publicly acknowledge this past history. 

The Caney rejection quickly faded from view. When the Spanish writer Eva 

Canel returned to Cuba in 1915  and visited Santiago, she did not find out about the 

1909 decision. This fact seems odd given Canel’s fascination with Vara de Rey and 

contact with Santiago residents who had promoted the project, including one (Poliano 

Drago) who lived in Caney. Canel’s visit even coincided with the inauguration of the 

Madrid monument. Inspired by this news, she wrote Spain’s royal librarian, the 

Conde de las Navas, and asked him to get Alfonso XIII to promote the idea of a Vara 

de Rey monument in El Caney. It is clear from this letter that Canel, ordinarily a 

shrewd investigator, had no idea the earlier effort had taken place.151 In the 

intervening six years, the Caney rejection had fallen from view. 

In general, Cuban critics of Vara de Rey could question particular monument 

sites, but had to employ discretion or even subterfuge. However, Vara de Rey’s 

 
150 Reprinted excerpt of El Fenix article in the Diario Español, 30 March 1909, p.1. 
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stature as a hero itself remained largely untouchable in public discussion. Many 

Cubans saw a need to gain respect in the eyes of the United States because of the 

threat of U.S. intervention enshrined in the Platt amendment. Support for rather than 

opposition to Vara de Rey served to demonstrate the “civilized” nature of Cubans. 

Fear of Spanish retaliation through advertising boycotts or by withholding campaign 

contributions may have constrained some opponents as well. 

 

Conclusion 

 Spanish community leaders in Cuba successfully kept the myth of Vara de 

Rey alive in the island’s immediate memory between 1900 and 1931. An array of 

Vara de Rey-related memorial initiatives promoted Hispanic martial prowess, 

gentility, unity, and reconciliation. Taken as a whole, these activities constituted a 

coherent memory project which proved surprisingly consistent and successful, despite 

setbacks for particular monuments.   

The most significant of these memorials, Vara de Rey monuments on Cuban 

sites, attracted their highest levels of support from Spaniards and Cubans during the 

periods of U.S. intervention. Many influential Cuban politicians and veterans, 

especially but not exclusively white Cubans, found it easier to join with their former 

Spanish foes during these times as members of the same noble Hispanic raza in 

opposition to the boastful, crass, and imperialistic “Yankees.” This argument proved 

 
151 Letter from Eva Canel to royal librarian Conde de las Navas, Santiago, 17 June 1915.  Biblioteca 
Real, II-4055(caja) no. 15. 
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less compelling during periods of Cuban self-government, but still retained 

considerable appeal. Even Cuban nationalists who opposed Vara de Rey memorials 

found it difficult to publicly challenge his heroic status. 

 The myth of Vara de Rey helped the Spanish community recast public 

recollection of the Spanish-Cuban-American War.  Using his legend, the Spanish 

community put a more positive spin on remembrance of the conflict. Spanish 

community leaders used Vara de Rey to promote a history based on Spanish noble 

losers and Cuban noble victors rather than Spanish military atrocities and humiliation. 

The next chapter examines a different kind of locus for debates about power and 

historical memory in Cuba: the national red-and-gold flag of Spain.  Particular 

historic flags and the Spanish national flag in general attained a kind of noble loser 

status in their own right. 

 



 

187 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter Four: “The Spanish Flag in Cuba” 

 

At 12:00 on January 1, 1899, a Spanish Red Cross administrator climbed to 

the roof of his house in Havana to witness an emotional but historic moment. After 

four centuries of colonial rule, the last official Spanish flag was to be lowered from El 

Morro fortress and replaced by the stars-and-stripes of the United States. The Spanish 

soldier who lowered the flag asked permission to delay a minute to pay his respects to 

it; his colonel granted him three in a small personal gesture of defiance at the noon 

deadline imposed by President McKinley. Throughout this ceremony, the peninsular 

population of Havana remained “silently and sadly apart,” half-hoping that the 

Spanish detachment involved would somehow rebel at the last minute. In the end, 

however, the “last flag” came down without a hitch. 1  

Surprisingly, despite the 1899 ceremony, Spain’s red-and-gold banner 

continued to occupy a central place in Cuba’s symbolic landscape. Between 1899 and 

1931, three flags --Cuban, U.S., and Spanish – inspired displays, incidents, and 

rhetoric which demonstrated the complex interplay between the major national 

patriotic orientations evident in Cuban life.  Flag controversies illuminated the 

jockeying for power and legitimacy engaged in by the major groups and leaders 

active in Cuba after 1898. In this competitive arena, Spanish elites and some workers 

found flags to be useful symbols as they staked out claims to a prominent place in 

 
1 Cruz Roja Española, España en America: Memoria de la asamblea española en la Isla de Cuba  
(Havana: Imp. El Comercio, 1899), pp. 329-330 and 335-337. 
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post-war Cuba and sought alliances with other segments of society, especially white 

Cuban politicians. 

The historiography regarding the Spanish flag has generally concluded that it 

was (and in fact remains) a weak national symbol. 2  Although persuasive for 

peninsular Spain, this view has never been tested for post-1898 Cuba where local 

conditions gave the Spanish national flag greater potency as a symbol. The presence 

in Cuba of competing patriotic projects and a large Spanish community heightened 

the importance of national symbols like the Spanish flag. Consequently, this chapter 

argues that the red-and-gold flag did in fact inspire strong loyalties among many 

Spaniards in Cuba who made it part of their lives to a greater degree than their 

peninsular compatriots. 

In post-war Cuba, Spain’s red-and-gold flag provided a vehicle for expressing 

power relationships both within the Spanish community and between Spanish 

residents, U.S. officials, and Cuban politicians. Some Cubans saw the red-and-gold 

flag as a divisive icon recalling the colonial past, but more often the flag served as a 

unifying symbol for Spaniards and Cubans largely because of the U.S. presence 

which represented a common irritant.   

 

Developing a Spanish National Symbol 
 
 The red-and-gold flag familiar today as Spain’s national symbol followed a 

torturous path to acceptance in Spain and Cuba. It suffered a variety of peninsular 
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setbacks and competitors before gaining a fragile recognition in Restoration Spain in 

the late nineteenth century. In many respects, the red-and-gold proved a more 

powerful symbol in Spain’s foreign possessions and expatriate communities.  

In the late eighteenth century, Carlos III adopted a red-and-gold flag to 

minimize confusion at sea between Spanish and French ships flying similar white 

flags with the Bourbon fleur-de- lis. The king’s selection may have been inspired by 

the medieval heraldic colors of the Crown of Aragon. Spain’s nineteenth century 

political upheavals undercut Carlos III’s pragmatic decision by creating a welter of 

flag alternatives linked to competing groups and ideologies. Joseph I went back to a 

white flag in 1808 when his brother Napoleon set him on the Spanish throne. After 

the return of Ferdinand VII to power in 1814, some opponents of the restored Spanish 

Bourbon monarchy adopted a purple and green flag with Masonic symbols. Mariana 

Pineda was even executed for her defiant waving of this flag. In the 1830s, the 

Carlists raised a white flag with a red cross in their dynastic fight against Ferdinand 

VII’s daughter Isabel II.3  As queen, Isabel II selected a purple flag, supposedly 

representing the medieval heraldic colors of Castile, for her coronation. The 

Cantonalist Revolt of 1873 developed a red flag to proclaim its extreme Federalist 

Republican ideology. 4  

 
2 Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento de Carmen: Símbolos, mitos y nación  (Madrid: Taurus, 1999). 
3 Concentrated in northern Spain, the Carlist cause backed Ferdinand VII’s brother Carlos and his heirs 
as a way to defend local autonomy and an ultra-conservative Catholic faith.  
4 The information in this paragraph is based on Carlos Serrano, El nacimiento del Carmen, pp. 78, 89; 
and Raymond Carr, Spain 1808-1975 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, second edition, 1982). 
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Spain’s flag confusion continued in the twentieth century. Restoration Spain 

(1874-1931) flew the red-and-gold monarchical flag but it stayed primarily a military 

emblem. This flag did not enter into wide use in Spain until 1908 when the 

Conservative leader Antonio Maura decreed that all public buildings had to fly it on 

national holidays. Republican factions, however, disliked the values and history 

associated with the red-and-gold flag and proposed alternatives to it including a red, 

gold, and purple tricolor flag suggested by Alejandro Lerroux. 5  

The welter of alternatives became even more pronounced during the Second 

Republic, installed in 1931. The competing ideological factions within the Republic’s 

government proposed an array of different flags as did their conservative opposition. 

Generalisimo Francisco Franco’s National Front followed three different banners at 

first -- Carlist, Phalangist, and monarchist -- before finally settling on the latter.6 After 

this initial hesitation, the red-and-gold prevailed in the Franco era and survived the 

transition to democracy after 1975. Even today, however, it continues to receive 

challenges in autonomous provinces like Catalunya and the País Vasco, whose 

inhabitants prefer their own regional flags.7   

The intensity of these debates and the range of choices in Spain reflect the 

general potency of flags as symbols and the particular evolution of competing 

national projects within the Spanish state. Anthropologist Victor Turner refers to flags 

 
5 Serrano, Nacimiento de Carmen, pp. 85, 99. 
6 Initially, Franco’s uneasy relationship with the two monarchical factions in his camp made the red-
and-gold flag a difficult choice for his regime. 
7 Serrano, pp. 101, 102, and 105. 
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as “dominant symbols” because of their central position in a broad gamut of ritual 

performances. Anthropologist Raymond Firth further notes that the “availability and 

adaptability” of flags make them powerful symbols useful in a variety of ritual 

occasions, recognizable at a distance, and as effective among literate as illiterate 

populations.8 In the specific case of Spain’s red-and-gold flag, the number of 

competing alternatives and lack of wide public use made it a relatively weak national 

symbol when compared to flags like the French tricolor, British union jack, or U.S. 

stars-and-stripes.  

Particular contexts have enhanced the red-and-gold flag’s visibility and 

emotive appeal. Most notably, Spanish enclaves in foreign lands have tended to place 

greater emphasis on flag displays than peninsular Spain. Anthropologist Henk 

Driessen describes the frequent display of the Spanish flag by the residents of Melilla, 

a Spanish garrison town in Morocco. The enclave’s fragile status as “disputed 

territory,” strong military presence, and many government offices have contributed to 

a proliferation of patriotic emblems.9 

Similar factors in Cuba heightened the visibility of the red-and-gold flag on 

the island. In Restoration Spain and its possessions, the flag was most associated with 

the military, a sphere of activity heavily represented in late nineteenth-century 

 
8 Turner and Firth as cited and paraphrased in Henk Driessen, On the Spanish-Moroccan Frontier: A 
Study in Ritual, Power and Ethnicity  (New York: Berg, 1992), p. 112. 
9 Driessen, p. 111. Driessen’s research focuses on the 1960s, but Melilla has been a Spanish enclave 
for centuries.  In the modern period, it served as a base for extensive Spanish military operations in 
North Africa in the 1890s and between 1909 and 1925. 
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Cuba.10 During peacetime, the island had one Spanish soldier per every 70 civilians, 

a ratio four times higher than back in Spain. The Independence War created an even 

more dramatic ratio: one regular army soldier for every nine civilians. In 1897, Spain 

had 270,000 troops and irregular forces on an island whose total population was about 

1.5 million. 11 By contrast, the Cuban army numbered only 60,622 in 1897.12 The 

Spanish martial presence quickly introduced newly arrived Spaniards to their national 

flag. One lady’s maid disembarked in Havana from Galicia in 1896 without ever 

having seen Spain’s flag previously, because “at that time the patriotic ensign was not 

flown in any town or village in Spain and less in the public schools.” Shortly after her 

arrival, the maid came to “know and love” her nation’s flag. 13 

Defeat in 1898 gave added symbolic charge to the Spanish flag in Cuba as the 

Spanish community there became essentially an enclave of foreign nationals. 

Admittedly, this collective had far more in common with its surrounding society than 

the Spanish residents of Melilla in Morocco and did not face the same kind of spatial 

constraints and military threats. Still, Cuban independence inspired some degree of 

separation and retrenchment among Spanish residents from the surrounding society. 

An observer of Spanish life in Cuba, Francisco Cimadevilla, explained in 1921 that 

defeat had caused Spaniards to concentrate in Spanish clubs and mutual aid societies 

 
10 This military association is not uncommon. Raymond Firth points out, “The military establishments 
of most countries have tended to use a considerable amount of flag symbolism.” Raymond Firth, 
Symbols Public and Private (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1973), p. 335. 
11 Joan Casanovas, Bread or Bullets: Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898  
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1998), pp. 65-66, 227. 
12 A.C. Shewey, Official Map of Cuba (Chicago: A.C. Shewey Map Publisher, 1898), contained in the 
William R. Shafter Papers, microfilm, roll 6. 
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where they “could still permit themselves the pleasure of seeing fly once in a while 

the believed ensign of the Patria.”14  

Some Spanish residents sought to emphasize the importance of their flag by 

attributing a deep historical background to it. One newspaper article in the Diario de 

la Marina traced the roots of the Spanish flag and insisted its heraldic elements dated 

back to Alfonso VII in 1147 and that its colors came from the marriage of the 

Catholic kings which united the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon. This explanation 

stressed the red-and-gold colors’ importance as a historic symbol of Iberian unity. In 

this interpretation, Carlos III simply restored a pre-existing symbol. 15 This story 

clearly fits the pattern of “invented traditions” described by Eric Hobsbawm and 

Terence Ranger in its effort “to establish continuity with a suitable historic past.”16 

Printed in 1907, this article also responded to the second U.S. occupation of Cuba 

from 1906-1909. This intervention inspired a variety of initiatives by Spanish 

community institutions and leaders which stressed Hispanic unity against the “Anglo-

Saxons.”17  

 For the most part, the red-and-gold flag did not face the same kind of 

competitors for its status as a national symbol among Spaniards in Cuba as it did in 

peninsular Spain. Spanish anarchists and, to a lesser extent, radical republicans were 

active in Cuba in the period under study. However, Cuban police records, Spanish 

 
13 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba  (Havana: Imp. La Universal, 1916), p. 270. 
14 Francisco Cimadevilla, Labor de los españoles en Cuba (Madrid: Imp. de Juan Pueyo, 1921), p. 16. 
15Diario de la Marina, 21 May 1907, p. 8. 
16 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (editors), Invention of Tradition (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983), p. 1. 
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diplomatic correspondence, working-class newspapers, and Spanish community 

newspapers did not register significant use of the banners (e.g. red-and-black for 

anarchists) typical of these groups’ activities in peninsular Spain. Instead, some 

anarchists and other labor organizers preferred at times to stress their full integration 

into and respect for Cuban society to avoid charges of being foreign agitators.18 More 

typically, anarchists rejected all national symbols and projects as a “cruel farce” 

foisted on the working class by cunning elites.19 The anarchist newspaper Rebelión 

flatly stated, “We anarchists do not use flags.”20 

 Spanish workers did not necessarily follow the lead of anarchists and other 

labor agitators to reject the Spanish flag and other patriotic symbols. In 1899, a labor 

newspaper, the Nuevo Ideal, disgustedly noted the rise of “foolish disputes” within 

Havana’s tobacco factories over the arrival of Spain’s first consul. Some of the 

workers showed “their happiness because they could resume flying the Spanish flag 

while others demonstrated their disgust because they did not want to see that piece of 

red and gold cloth wave again over Cuba.”21 Some Spanish rail road workers also 

revealed a strong attachment to their national flag. On May 3, 1902, a group of over 

two hundred Spanish railway workers entered a town near Holguín, saw the Cuban 

flag flying, and tore it down. They shouted, “In Cuba there can be no other flag than 

 
17 See chapter three. 
18 See clipping from El Ideal Anarquista , Santiago, circa 1915, in Archivo Provincia l de Santiago 
(APS), Fondo Gobierno Provincial (GP), materia policia, legajo 1833, expediente 2. 
19 Rebelión, 5 Aug. 1909, p. 1. See also Tierra, 23 May 1903, p. 1 and 18 July 1908, p. 1 as well as 
Germinal, Havana, 15 May 1904, p. 1 
20 Rebelión, 24 Oct. 1909, p. 2. 
21 Nuevo Ideal, Havana, 14 July 1899, p. 3. 
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Spain’s!” This belligerent attitude was triggered by the looming inauguration of the 

Cuban republic on May 20, and may have reflected general Spanish anxiety about 

efforts between 1899 and 1902 by Cuban workers to reduce Spanish salience in the 

workplace through a series of petitions and strikes.22  

In the republic, Spanish workers often participated in a variety of patriotic 

projects organized by Spanish elites, much to the dismay of anarchist publications.23 

Of course, even some of the more patriotic groups of Spanish workers like the 

waiters’ union in Havana also clashed with Spanish elites over economic and cultural 

issues.24 Patriotic displays and participation by Spanish workers varied greatly 

depending on individual circumstances and the broader political and economic 

context in Cuba and Spain.25 Yet, attachment to the Spanish flag by some Spanish 

workers appears to have been a significant option, despite the best efforts of anarchist 

newspapers like Tierra and Rebelión.  

 The chief rivals to the red-and-gold within the Spanish community came from 

standards representing particular provinces in Spain rather than the nation as a whole.  

Cuban officials rarely interfered with Spanish separatist groups who thus enjoyed 

greater freedom than was generally the case in Spain.  In 1918, a small group of 

Canary Island separatists took advantage of this hands-off attitude during a post-

 
22 Enrique Caraballo and Manuel Sánchez, Cuban workers’ manifesto reprinted in pamphlet by 
Gustavo Bock, administrator of Henry Clay Tobacco, Havana, 20 March 1899, MAE, H2951 Antillas 
Españolas 1898/1900, 1899 packet; Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934  
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, pp. 152-53). 
23Rebelión , Havana, 3 Feb. 1909, p. 4; Tierra, Havana, 3 Aug. 1912, p. 2. See also chapter three. 
24 See chapter one and El Dependiente, Havana, 26 Feb. 1913, p. 2; 5 Nov. 1913, p. 5. 
25 See chapter one. 



 

196 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
World War I celebration held in Sagua la Grande.  These activists raised a flag 

forbidden in Spain that expressed their aspirations for an independent Canary Islands. 

This banner with its seven white stars on a blue background had originally been 

devised and flown by the Ateneo in Laguna, a city in the Canary Islands, but was 

forced down by military authorities there. Yet, only a small minority of Canary 

Islanders voiced this kind of separatist expression in Cuba.26 The lack of an outraged 

response from Spanish diplomats and conservative newspapers like the Diario de la 

Marina testifies to this relative insignificance. 

Catalan separatists were by far the most active and influential of any such 

group in Cuba, and they made aggressive public use of two flags. The more common 

was the traditional Catalan flag of medieval heraldic origin which featured four 

alternating red and gold horizontal stripes. One radical Catalan organization in 

Guantánamo, Blok Cathalonia, even wrote into its founding statutes in 1911 that the 

society would continue to exist so long as it had 12 members willing to fly this flag. 27 

The Centre Catalá in Havana devised a new flag that demonstrated its solidarity with 

independent Cuba and desire for Catalans to throw off  the Spanish yoke the way 

Cuba had. This message was shown by inserting a blue triangle with a white star into 

the left side of the traditional Catalan banner. This Catalan-Cuban hybrid flag gained 

wide recognition within Cuba and even back in Spain. In 1922, the influential 

 
26 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba: Un cápitulo en la historia del archipiélago 1875-
1931 (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria: Ediciones del Cabildo Insular de Gran Canaria, 1996), pp. 259 and 
273-274. 
27 Nova Cataluyna , Havana, 12 Sept. 1911, no. 104.  
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peninsular Catalan separatist leader Francesc Maciá adopted it for his organization 

Estat Catalá.28 Spanish diplomats and Spanish community leaders in Cuba protested 

against displays of these Catalan separatist flags, but with limited results.29 

 However, most regional flags used in Cuba did not conflict with the red-and-

gold. Indeed, regionalism and nationalism often complemented one another. An 

Asturian choral society in Havana devised a standard in 1907 that proudly displayed 

the heraldic seals of both Spain and Asturias.30 One prominent Gallego publication in 

Havana, the Eco de Galicia, was less inclined to join the symbols of Galicia and 

Spain. Instead, the magazine preferred to express its strong sympathies for regional 

autonomy in paeans to the glorious “Flag of Galicia!”31 However, even this magazine 

rarely attacked the symbols of Spanish nationalism directly like the Catalans. In 

general, Gallego institutions in Cuba combined national and regional homages.32 In a 

typical expression of this balance, one society dedicated to the patron virgin of La 

Coruña celebrated her feast day in Havana in 1903 by raising and saluting Spain’s 

national flag. The organizers also sent aloft a balloon painted red and gold and 

inscribed “The Nieves de Cobas Society.”33 Allegiance to region and nation often 

went hand- in-hand among Spanish residents in Cuba. 

 
28 Carlos Serrano, Nacimiento de Carmen, p. 97. 
29 See, for example, president Hermenegildo of “Germanon Catalana” to Minster plenipotentiary 
Mariategui, Guantánamo, 25 June 1915, MAE, H2352, 1913/1920, 1914-1915 packet. Other incidents 
involving Catalan flags are provided later in this chapter. 
30 Diario de la Marina, 9 Sept. 1909, afternoon edition, p. 6. 
31 Eco de Galicia, Havana, 26 Jan. 1913, p. 5. 
32 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, p. 216. 
33 Galicia – Revista semanal  ilustrada, Havana, 12 July 1903, p. 1. 
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The red-and-gold flag originally devised by Carlos III attained greater 

visibility and acceptance as a national symbol among Spanish residents in Cuba than 

in peninsular Spain because of its association with military life, an omnipresent 

feature of late nineteenth century Cuba. After 1898, this flag’s principal rivals within 

the Spanish community came from banners representing particular provinces, but, 

with the exception of Catalan separatist flags, these ensigns rarely challenged the 

symbolic preeminence of the red-and-gold. After 1898, the main resistance to using 

this flag as a key marker of Spanish national identity came from outside the 

community. 

 
 
Opposition to the Spanish Flag  
 
 Towards the end of 1898, the Spanish flag largely disappeared from public 

use in Cuba as part of a general dismantling of colonial-era symbols undertaken by 

U.S. occupying authorities and Cuban patriots. U.S. officials denied all ships in 

Cuban waters the right to fly the Spanish flag as of January 1,1899, the day when the 

stars-and-stripes formally replaced Spanish banners atop public buildings in the 

island’s major towns.34 Cuban independence supporters celebrated their break with 

the Spanish colonial past by removing Spanish military symbols and structures. 

 
34 Diario de la Marina, 18 March 1899, p. 2. 
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Among other changes, Cubans tore down the signs in Havana for “Weyler Street,” 

destroyed fortifications, and converted Spanish barracks into schools.35  

By the end of 1899, however, the Spanish flag began to reemerge as an 

important rallying symbol for the Spanish community.  Spanish residents reinserted 

their flag into Cuba’s symbolic landscape, slowly at first, but with increasing 

confidence towards the latter part of the first U.S. occupation.  As they did so, the 

red-and-gold occasionally irritated U.S. authorities and outraged some Cuban patriots.  

During the Cuban republic, Spanish flag displays also provoked scattered attacks by 

Cuban individuals and local authorities, but these proved surprisingly rare. 

In July of 1899, a clash of symbols occurred when the Spanish consul in 

Cienfuegos set up a temporary consulate in a hotel room and raised the Spanish flag 

from the hotel’s flag pole. The local U.S. military commander confronted the consul 

and told him that the U.S. flag must be placed above the Spanish flag and that, in fact, 

the latter should not appear at all on the hotel’s flagpole. The consul replied haughtily 

to the U.S. officer and then defiantly affixed a makeshift flagpole to the window of 

his hotel room. However, the consul’s superiors soon forced him to back down and 

 
35 Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Las calles de la Habana: Bases para su denominación - Restitución de 
nombres antiguos, tradicionales y populares  (Havana: Municipio de la Habana, 1936), pp. 48-49; 
Marial Iglesias Utset, “Descolonizando a Cuba: cultura pública y nacionalismo en los años del ‘entre 
imperios’, 1898-1902,” paper presented at XXII International Congress of Latin A merican Studies 
Association, Washington, D.C., 8 Sept. 2001. 



 

200 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
make amends, because Spanish officials wanted U.S. protection for Spanish 

residents and property from potentially vengeful Cubans.36 

Two incidents on September 24, 1899, indicate how the Spanish flag inspired 

anger among some Cuban veterans and other patriots. Three Liberation Army 

veterans approached the head of the Cuerpo de Bomberos del Comercio (Merchants’ 

Fire Brigade) to demand that he take down a Spanish flag from a display of foreign 

flags on top of Havana’s central train station. 37 The protesters threatened to tear it 

down themselves if their plea went unheeded. The fire chief responded diplomatically 

by taking down all of the flags. On the same day a group of 25 Cuban youths burst 

into the Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio, made their way to the roof, and 

forced down the Spanish flag flying from a pole there.38 The young men were 

probably upper-class devotees of the Café Louvre, a Havana landmark known for 

creole patriotic activities going back to the Ten Years’ War.39 

Havana’s municipal government responded to these incidents by enacting a 

proclamation (bando) on October 5, 1899, that prohibited the flying of the Spanish 

flag except at consulates. The mayor, Perfecto Lacoste, claimed that his action sought 

to forestall more flag incidents, but it is also possible that he wished to bolster his 

 
36 Packet no. 55 “1899: Incidente ocurrido en Cienfuegos al izarse la bandera nacional en el Consulado 
de España” with various letters between the Cienfuegos consul, the Ministro plenipotentiary in D.C. 
and the Foreign Minister in Madrid, MAE, H2951, Antillas Españolas 1898/1900. 
37 This array of flags served as a decoration for an anniversary celebration of the fire brigade’s 
formation eight years earlier. 
38 Diario de la Marina, 25 Sept. 1899, morn ing and afternoon editions, p. 1. As soon as the intruders 
left, the association’s employees defiantly raised the flag again. 
39 Luis Felipe Le Roy y Galvez, A cien años del 71: El fusilamiento de los estudiantes  (Havana: 
Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1971), p. 37. 
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credentials as a patriot among Cuban veterans. Lacoste may have found it useful to 

suppress Spanish symbols to show that he remained committed to Cuban 

independence despite serving as mayor under the U.S. occupying authority. While the 

measure lasted, it motivated Cuban policemen in Havana to force Spanish merchants 

to remove buttons, bunting, and other emblems painted red and gold.40  However, 

opposition by Spanish diplomats and community leaders as well as U.S. displeasure 

(because the measure appeared to reward Cuban “hooliganism”) forced the mayor to 

repeal his decree on February 22, 1900.  

The Diario de la Marina led the drive against the mayor’s decree. In 

particular, the newspaper argued that the measure risked prolonging the U.S. 

occupation by making Cubans appear uncivilized. The dean of the Spanish 

community press warned, “Only a blind man would fail to see that the mayor’s 

unheard of act will be used to demonstrate that the U.S. occupation must be 

prolonged for an indefinite period.”41 “Good” Cubans would want to avoid such a 

fate. Yet, in a revealing sign of Spanish uncertainty as to which authority to turn to, 

the same article also noted that the Spanish community had received authorization 

from the U.S. military governor of Cuba, Major General John R. Brooke, to use the 

Spanish flag. On the whole, however, the Diario de la Marina placed greater 

emphasis on reaching out to Cuban patriots. The newspaper insisted that the “true” 

 
40 Diario de la Marina, 9 Oct. 1899, p. 2. 
41 Diario de la Marina, 9 Oct. 1899, afternoon edition, p.1. 
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Liberation Army veterans like General Máximo Gómez and General Quintín 

Banderas supported the Spanish community’s right to fly the Spanish flag. 42  

The backing of prominent Liberation Army veterans made it easier for 

Spanish community institutions to publicly display their flag. These veterans 

possessed considerable popular influence because of their proven stature as Cuban 

patriots, and some also occupied positions of authority under the occupation 

government. On July 25, 1901, the interim mayor of Cienfuegos, Liberation Army 

General Esquerra, refused Cuban petitioners who wanted to force the local Casino 

Español to take down its Spanish flag. This Spanish community center had raised the 

Spanish flag for the first time since the U.S. takeover in order to celebrate the feast 

day of Saint James, Spain’s patron saint. The general explained that “he enjoyed 

seeing the flag of a friendly nation…the cradle of his forefathers.”43  

Spanish residents found this kind of Cuban approval reassuring, but their 

nervousness lingered when it came to displaying Spanish national pride in the new 

political landscape. In the case of Cienfuegos, Spanish residents appear to have tested 

the waters in 1900 when they gave the Spanish consul a “magnificent silk flag richly 

embroidered” by the wife of the Casino Español’s president.44 This gift may have 

demonstrated gratitude for the consul’s defiance of U.S. authorities in flying the 

Spanish flag in 1899 as mentioned previously. However, it also reflected the fact that 

 
42 Diario de la Marina, 5 Oct. 1899. 
43 Diario de la Marina, 27 July 1901, p. 2. 
44 Spanish consul in Cienfuegos, Alfredo Alvarez, to Foreign Minister, Cienfuegos, 17 Sept. 1900, 
MAE,  
H 1872. 
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consulates had a firmly established right under international law to fly their national 

flag. If the consulate flew an ostentatious Spanish flag, Cubans could not do much 

about it.  

A year later, the emboldened Spanish community in Cienfuegos flew the flag 

from their own social center -- a chancier and more provocative proposition.  Legally, 

the mayor could have prohibited this action, but chose instead to ignore the Cuban 

protesters. In 1910, looking back at the 1901 incident, the president of the Casino 

Español in Cienfuegos noted that the members had felt both pride and relief when 

“the ensign of our patria was received with respect by all and acclaimed without fear 

by the Spaniards who saw it, with tears in their eyes, flying proudly once again.”45  

The inauguration of the Cuban republic on May 20, 1902, heightened the 

anxieties of some Spanish residents. One group of Spanish merchants on Obispo 

street in Havana wrote an open letter to the Unión Española to ask what symbols they 

should display for the independence festivities. Should they show their love for Cuba 

by flying just the Cuban flag? Or should they join it with the flag of “our mother 

Spain?” The Cuban newspaper El Mundo reacted to this letter by insisting that 

Spain’s flag had no place in the independence celebrations. In El Mundo’s sarcastic 

view, one might as well place a portrait of the reviled Weyler above any such dual 

flag display to complete the picture of “union and harmony.” The Unión Española 

responded by reassuring Spanish residents that El Mundo reflected the views of only 

 
45 Casino Español - Centro de la Colonia Española de Cienfuegos, Memoria 1910, (Cienfuegos: Imp. 
Valeron, 1910), p. 1. 
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a small minority of Cubans. Most of the country “will be pleased to see that Spain, 

represented in her flag, joins with Cuba in the celebration.” Despite this reassurance, 

the Unión Española concluded that it might be best for Spanish residents to avoid any 

flag displays on May 20, 1902. The Diario de la Marina concurred with this 

opinion. 46 

During the Cuban republic, attacks on the Spanish flag proved less frequent 

than they had during the first occupation. However, a scattering of incidents occurred 

on days of particular importance in the Spanish or Cuban patriotic calendars. These 

kinds of anniversaries sometimes brought lingering tensions out into the open. In 

1904, the mayor of Güines denounced the local Spanish community center for 

choosing to fly the Spanish flag in honor of the feast day of Saint James. The mayor 

was upset that the center did not fly the Cuban flag too.47 

 Cuban patriotic events, especially independence day anniversaries, also 

triggered a few incidents. One of the more dramatic confrontations took place on May 

20, 1915, when a crowd of Cubans in Havana expressed anger at the lack of a Cuban 

flag on the Centro Gallego. The society’s president hastily remedied this oversight 

but did so improperly. As a result, 80 Cubans stormed the Centro Gallego to switch 

the positions of a Cuban and a Spanish flag. The Cuban flag had been on the left, an 

apparent insult in the usage of the day. The protesters also bedecked the Spanish 

 
46Unión Española, Havana, 13 April 1902;  Diario de la Marina, 14 April 1902.  The comments from 
El Mundo were reprinted in the Unión Española . Spain’s diplomatic representative in Havana followed 
this debate with great interest and sent the press clippings on to his superiors in Madrid. See MAE, 
H1907. 
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society with more Cuban flags.48  Their actions responded to the building’s 

inauguration in 1915 and the bitterness felt by some Cubans that the Cuban 

government had permitted a Spanish society to purchase such a central and historic 

site.49  In 1925, a Cuban policeman, a former sergeant in the Liberation Army, 

ordered the honorary Spanish consul in Cienfuegos to take down his Spanish flag on 

Cuban independence day. The former sergeant’s demand coincided with and was 

probably inspired by a period of veteranist agitation in the early 1920s.50  

Other Cuban patriotic occasions also created tensions over Spanish flag 

displays. A Cuban veterans group demanded in 1922 that the Spanish community 

center in Santiago fly its flag at half mast on the occasion of Liberation Army General 

Emilio Nuñez’s death. The center hastily promised to comply. 51 Yet, Emilio Nuñez 

was not beloved by Spanish residents. In 1911, he led the Council of Veterans in an 

effort to oust public employees who had been Spanish sympathizers in the colonial 

period and also sought to “Cubanize” property. It is understandable that Cuban 

veterans in 1922 would venerate his memory and that the Spanish society would try 

to placate them. The financial crisis of the early 1920s inspired renewed veterans’ 

 
47 Diario de la Marina, 30 July 1904. Reprinted in Nicolás Rivero, Actualidades 1903-1919  (Havana: 
Cultural, 1929), pp. 47, 142-43. 
48 The whole incident stemmed from a misunderstanding. In fact, the nearly completed social palace 
flew no flags because it had yet to emplace its flag poles. The society’s president had to hastily borrow 
a Cuban flag from the Centro Asturiano to drape on the balcony, which is why the placement had been 
off. Diario de la Marina, 21 May 1915, p. 1. 
49 See the introduction to the dissertation. 
50 Honorary Spanish consul in Cienfuegos, Manuel Estevez, to Minister plenipotentiary, Cienfuegos, 
28 May 1925, copy given to Cuban Foreign Minister, Archivo Nacional de Cuba, secretaría de la 
presidencia, “Queja del consul español.” 
51 Colonia Española, Actas , 8 May 1922, p. 107, APS, Fondo colonia española, leg. 7, 1921-24. 
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agitation for nationalist property and labor laws that could harm Spanish economic 

interests. 52 

On the whole, however, the key moments of tension in Cuban life were 

notable for their surprising lack of incidents involving the Spanish flag. The Diario de 

la Marina and Spanish diplomats zealously reported and protested even the slightest 

offense to the Spanish flag. Testifying to their hyper-sensitivity, both sources raised a 

great outcry over a 1913 flag incident that turned out to be fictitious. Spain’s foreign 

minister wrote a worried inquiry to Spain’s Havana legation about an article that had 

appeared in the Diario de la Marina. The story claimed that a group of Cuban 

nationalists had seized and burned a Spanish flag in honor of May 20. The diplomat 

investigated the matter and reported that it actually involved some red-and-gold 

bunting torn down in a squabble between rival Spanish merchants.53 That so few flag 

incidents received mention by the Diario de la Marina and Spanish diplomats 

between 1902 and 1934 indicates that such occurrences were in fact rare.  

Cuban veterans groups represented one of the most likely sources for attacks 

on Spanish flags and similar patriotic symbols. However, these organizations often 

opted for a different approach to dealing with Spanish societies than confrontation. 

Instead, many veterans groups urged Spanish institutions to prove their loyalty to 

Cuba by supporting projects favored by the veterans. In this regard, the Centro de la 

Colonia Española in Santiago responded favorably to veterans’ requests for aid for 

 
52 Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, pp. 147, 241. 
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several initiatives between 1920 and 1924. The Spanish society donated money to 

the newspaper Los veteranos de Cuba, the Centro de Veteranos’ May 20th wreath, and 

monuments to Liberation Army generals Máximo Gómez, Antonio Maceo, and 

Victoriano Garzón. 54 In 1929, during the Great Depression, the same Santiago society 

gave 50 pesos to support the National Assembly of Veterans. In 1930, the Casino 

Español in Havana gave 100 pesos for the Monument to the Invading Soldier, a 

memorial that celebrated the Liberation Army’s greatest feat, the crossing into 

Western Cuba during the Independence War. The other Spanish societies in Havana 

agreed to give generously to this project as well, despite their sharply reduced budgets 

at the time.55 

As a symbol of the old colonial order, the red-and-gold flag proved 

controversial at times in Cuba after 1898. Some U.S. officials and even more Cuban 

patriots questioned the appropriateness of its continued presence. As a result, Spanish 

residents initially refrained from displaying the red-and-gold after the war. However, 

it soon reemerged as a prominent symbol of Spanish national identity by the end of 

1899, and became even more important after the inauguration of the Cuban republic 

in 1902. It suffered a few attacks by Cubans in subsequent years, but the red-and-gold 

prevailed as symbol of reconciliation rather than division. 

 
53Foreign Minister Lopez Muñoz to Minister plenipotentiary in Havana, Madrid, 8 July 1913, MAE, 
H2352, 1913/1920.   
54 Since veteranist agitation usually coincided with economic crises, pressing Spanish societies for 
money made pragmatic sense.  These donations were for 50 Cuban pesos each, a fairly generous sum 
within the context of the society’s customary cultural donations which were in the 10-25 peso range. 
Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 9 Jan. 1920, p. 246 and 10 May 1920, p. 274, APS, 
fondo colonia española, leg. 5; 9 Jan. 1922, p. 57 and 8 June 1923, p. 207, leg. 7. 
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Spanish-Creole Reconciliation 
 

After 1898, the survival of Spanish national symbols proved far more 

common than their destruction. The initial phase of the first U.S. occupation produced 

some assaults on symbols of the old order. Yet, these could be interpreted as a 

relatively harmless way for Cubans to vent anger without actually attacking private 

property or people.56 More commonly, these Spanish national symbols provided ways 

to facilitate harmony between Spaniards and Cubans, especially white creoles.  Many 

groups and individuals used the Spanish flag for displays of reconciliation between 

Spaniards and Cubans in a process that paralleled and may have drawn some 

inspiration from Blue-Gray reunions between white Civil War veterans in the United 

States from 1880 to 1915.   

  Spanish flags gave rise to important displays of reconciliation during the first 

occupation. In September of 1899, a white creole Liberation Army general, José 

Lacret y Morlot, “broke the ice” still evident between the members of the same “Latin 

family” by insisting that a banquet in his honor in Pinar del Río place a Spanish flag 

next to the Cuban flag or he would not come. Shortly after, the general explained his 

action to an appreciative Diario de la Marina. Principally, Lacret felt that the 

“Spanish flag is worthy of respect and that it is the symbol of a considerable part of 

 
55 Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1930 (Havana: Solana Hermanos y Ca., 1930), pp. 64, 67. 
56 This is a common feature of attacks on flags. Raymond Firth notes, “In this sense the symbol is 
treated as a surrogate, on which moral and physical force can be allowed to spend itself with minimal 
harm.” Raymond Firth, Symbols Public and Private, p. 356. 
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the Cuban population,” and stressed, “I believe that Spaniards are a necessary factor 

for Cuban life and prosperity.”57  

General Lacret’s defense of the Spanish flag suggests a personal ambition and 

a racial ideology shared by many politically influential white Cuban veterans. In the 

post-war years, such figures often sought to reach out to that “considerable part of the 

Cuban population” for aid in political campaigns. Most Spaniards remained resident 

foreigners and therefore lacked the vote. However, wealthy Spanish merchants and 

influential newspaper directors had other resources to offer Cuban leaders in return 

for protection of Spanish community interests. More generally, white creole elites 

saw Spaniards as a “necessary factor” in the post-war period to whiten the population, 

a measure they saw as essential to ensure the island’s development. As a result, 

almost all white creole elites supported the need to retain current Spanish residents 

and promote continued massive immigration from Spain. In this context, General 

Lacret’s desire to reunite the “Latin family” almost certainly reflected both personal 

ambition and concerns about Afro-Cuban influence; many prominent creole veterans 

and political leaders expressed similar sentiments.58 

Latin solidarity versus the “Yankees” represented another key factor in the 

rise of dual displays of Spanish and Cuban flags during the first occupation. The 

desire for such unity became evident with the transition from the U.S. military 

 
57 Diario de la Marina, 29 Sept. 1899, afternoon edition, p. 1. The newspaper used Lacret’s deed and 
words as propaganda to counteract news of attacks on the Spanish flag which occurred at about the 
same time. 
58 Chapter one details the Spanish community’s political assets and creole desire for Spanish 
immigration. 
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occupation government to a civil administration in December of 1899. This 

changeover caused many of the island’s inhabitants to doubt that the United States 

ever intended to leave and inspired massive protests in Havana, Santa Clara, 

Cienfuegos and other cities.59  The Cienfuegos protest on November 29, 1899, 

featured the “Spanish flag intertwined with two Cuban flags” and included shouts of 

“Long live the union between Spaniards and Cubans!” The Cuban organizers strongly 

encouraged Spanish merchants to participate in order to demonstrate the “fraternity 

and harmony between Spaniards and Cubans.”60 

Spanish community institutions did not wait passively for such inclusive 

gestures from Cuban veterans and protesters. They often took the initiative in creating 

dual displays of Spanish and Cuban flags to promote harmonious relations between 

Cuban victors and Spanish vanquished. Taking advantage of rising anti-American 

sentiment among Cubans, the Círculo Español in Güines organized a banquet for 

Cuban veterans on December 16, 1899, to aid the “currents of approximation which 

so happily have been felt of late.” The Círculo Español employed the flags and 

anthems of both nations to underscore this spirit of fraternity. 61  

The Diario de la Marina insisted that the involvement of Cuban veterans in 

reconciliatory displays of Spanish and Cuban flags made “patently clear” the spirit 

 
59 David F. Healy, The United States in Cuba, 1898-1902: Generals, Politicians, and the Search for 
Policy (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1963), p. 118. 
60 Spanish consul in Cienfuegos, Eduardo Alvarez, to Foreign Minister, Cienfuegos, 30 Nov. 1899, 
MAE, H1872. 
61Diario de la Marina, 18 Dec. 1899. Spain did not have a universally accepted anthem at this time. 
The event used the “Riego Hymn” as the anthem most likely to appeal to Cubans since it celebrates a 
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“of union and harmony that animates Spaniards and Cubans.” Only this spirit could 

achieve the “consolidation of order and the development of the country’s riches.”62 

This wording insinuated that the granting of independence -- “consolidation of order” 

-- by the United States depended on Cubans making it “patently clear” to the 

occupying authority that this spirit of harmony would continue to prevail. 

U.S. authorities were predisposed to accept this equation of civilization and 

reunion between former foes by their own experiences with post-Civil War 

reconciliation between the North and South. Historian David Blight notes regarding 

Union and Confederate veterans that “in the 1880s and 1890s, the practice of 

reconciliation and fraternalism emerged as dominant in veterans’ culture.” One of the 

most prominent of these veterans was William McKinley whose wartime experiences 

left him an avid believer “in Christian virtue, conciliation and unity.” As president, 

McKinley used the Spanish-American War to consolidate North-South harmony by 

appointing well-known Confederate veterans like Joseph Wheeler and Fitzhugh Lee 

to command positions in the Santiago campaign.63 

It seems likely that Spanish residents and Cuban elites would have been aware 

of this post-Civil War dynamic given Cuba’s extensive trade and cultural ties with the 

United States.64 Blue-Gray reunions and other gestures of reconciliation, including 

 
revolt against Ferdinand VII by a Liberal army officer who refused to fight against Latin American 
independence. 
62 Diario de la Marina, 24 Dec. 1899. 
63 David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory  (Cambridge: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), pp. 198, 291, 345, 351, 353.  
64 Louis Pérez, On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, & Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1999), pp. 7, 23, 27. 
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dual displays of U.S. and Confederate flags, were staples of U.S. popular culture 

from the 1880s to 1915. Magazines like Harper’s Weekly, Atlantic Monthly, and 

Cosmopolitan dedicated extensive coverage to “sentimental reconciliationist 

literature” in this period.65 In addition, U.S. war monuments in Santiago were directly 

modeled on battlefield memorials at Chickamauga and Gettysburg. 66  At the very 

least, U.S. occupying officials made it clear to Cubans and Spanish residents that U.S. 

withdrawal was conditioned on peace prevailing on the island. The U.S. general in 

charge of Matanzas told Cubans and Spaniards that “so far as the United States were 

concerned the past must be regarded as a sealed book.”67 

The most direct U.S. influence on Spanish-Cuban reconciliation was to serve 

as a common foe against which former enemies could unite. Cuban anti-American 

sentiment continued to grow after 1899, creating greater opportunities for joining 

Spanish and Cuban flags together in dual displays of harmony. This development, 

however, made some leaders of the Spanish community uncomfortable. In April of 

1900, a display of the three flags (Spanish, Cuban, and U.S.) at the Teatro Albisu in 

Havana inspired Cubans in the audience to cheer the Spanish flag in an exaggerated 

fashion to show disrespect for the stars-and-stripes. An editorial in the Diario de la 

 
65 Blight, Race and Reunion, p. 216. 
66 Colonel Arthur Wagner to General William R. Shafter, Washington D.C., 19 May 1904, attached 
extract of a letter from Colonel Webb C. Hayes to Colonel Wagner, in William R. Shafter Papers, 
microfilm roll 6. 
67 Report by Brigadier General James H. Wilson in Major General John R. Brooke, Civil Report 1899, 
vol. III (Havana: 1899). 



 

213 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Marina welcomed the support for the red-and-gold flag but warned that attacks on 

either it or the U.S. flag would be “anti-patriotic and suicidal” for Cuba.68  

Cuban support for reconciliatory displays became more genuine and 

widespread as the occupation lingered and leaders in the United States debated what 

their country’s economic and political relationship should be with Cuba. When faced 

with the possibility of an unfavorable U.S. tariff schedule, Spaniards and Cubans 

came together in a protest march in Santiago in February of 1902. One nationalistic 

Cuban newspaper tried to discourage the Spanish participants from waving their own 

flag. However, Enrique Collazo, a Liberation Army general known for his patriotic 

fervor, came to their defense. Collazo insisted that the Spanish flag should appear 

alongside the Cuban banner in this protest and all subsequent events of similar nature. 

The past so lamented by all had to be forgotten in the face of the “common enemy 

[i.e. the United States] whose heinous work menaces us all equally.”69  

The inauguration of the Cuban republic on May 20, 1902, brought with it 

further opportunities for Spanish and Cuban leaders to show that past enmities had 

been put aside. The Casino Español in Havana shrugged off the fears of some Spanish 

merchants and newspapers that any symbolic display on the part of Spanish residents 

would provoke attacks. Formerly the bastion of Spanish-colonial hard liners, the 

Casino Español now welcomed the new republic by proudly flying the flags of both 

 
68 Diario de la Marina, 4 April 1900, p. 2. 
69 Colonia Española, Santiago, 5 Feb. 1902, p.2.  



 

214 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
nations.70 The Centro Gallego acted in similar fashion, hosting a gala reception for 

Cuba’s new president, Tomás Estrada Palma. The banquet hall’s decorations included 

floral displays in the colors of the Cuban and Spanish flags as well as a prominent 

display of the flags of Cuba and Spain along with a standard representing Galicia. 

These flags showed the “close union between Cubans and Spaniards.”71  

Tomás Estrada Palma used the independence festivities to make clear his 

desires for reconciliation. In his inaugural tour of the island prior to May 20, Estrada 

Palma reached out to Spanish residents and their institutions by attending banquets 

and other events hosted by Spanish societies. His message of unity and harmonious 

relations found an echo in many communities. In Santo Domingo, one woman greeted 

him wearing the Spanish and Cuban flags crossed on her chest.  She told the 

president, “I am a Cuban, daughter of Spaniards and wife of one as well. I cannot stop 

loving Spain without ending my love for Cuba too.” Estrada Palma reportedly replied 

with approval, remarking that the “future of Cuba depended on the union of these 

colors.” 72  His actions as president indicate that he truly believed this sentiment.73  

The two flags united remained a staple feature of Cuba’s symbolic landscape 

after 1902. One newspaper started in 1903 even called itself  “Las Dos Banderas” 

(The Two Flags) and dedicated its frontspiece to the flags of Cuba and Spain joined 

 
70 León Ichazo, Juicio crítico realizado por el Casino Español desde su fundación el 11 de junio de 
1869 (Havana: Imp. El Debate, 1919), p. 10. 
71 Diario de la Marina, 23 May 1902, p. 2. 
72 Diario de la Marina, 10 May 1902, p. 2. 
73 See chapter one. 
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by the phrase “Union and Harmony” which it attributed to General Máximo 

Gómez.74 This modest four-page broadsheet was not a major addition to the Cuban 

media, but its message captured a post-war desire for reconciliation.  

Dual flag displays remained especially evident at Cuban independence day 

celebrations, building on the pattern of inclusiveness established in the 1902 

inaugural festivities.  In 1903, the Colonia Española in Sagua de Tánamo played a 

prominent part in local independence day festivities.75 In 1905, all of the major 

Spanish institutions in Havana decorated their buildings with a lavish display of flags, 

bunting, and lights in the colors of the two flags, possibly as a sign of support for 

President Estrada Palma’s re-election bid.76 This kind of Spanish participation in May 

20 events remained a staple feature of the anniversary until political and economic 

upheaval in Cuba in 1931 caused a hiatus in May 20th celebrations.77 Of course, some 

years produced more generous outpourings of Spanish participation than others, 

depending on economic and political circumstances.78   

Cuban independence day celebrations were not the only occasion for 

demonstrations of Spanish-Cuban harmony. Festivities and inaugurations often 

featured dual displays of Spanish and Cuban flags. In Guanajay, a commission of 

 
74 Las Dos Banderas, Havana, 21 Sept. 1903.  
75 Mayor of Sagua de Tánamo, Ramón Herrera, to Civil Governor of Oriente, Sagua de Tánamo, 23 
May 1903, APS, Fondo GP, materia fiestas nacionales, leg. 637, exp. 3. 
76 Diario de la Marina, 21 May 1905, p. 2. 
77 Ambassador Mendez Vigo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 21 May 1931, MAE,  H2353. 
78 The following sources indicate the most pronounced Spanish community involvement in May 20 
celebrations. Diario de la Marina: 22 May 1906, pp. 2, 8; 20 May 1910, afternoon edition, p. 1; 20 
May 1912, afternoon edition, p. 4.; 20 May 1913, p. 8; 20 May 1916, p. 1.; 20 May 1924, p. 15. Centro 
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women canvassed the town for money to buy a Spanish and a Cuban flag in 1911. 

Then, on January 24, the town’s inhabitants placed the two flags on an altar to be 

blessed by the bishop of Pinar del Río. Afterwards, a representative of Spain held the 

Cuban flag, and a Cuban took the red-and-gold ensign while a band played the 

anthems of both countries (Himno de Bayamo and Marcha Real).79 A similar 

ceremony took place on a grander scale in 1914 for the inauguration of the Casino 

Español de la Habana’s new building. The president of Cuba, Mario Menocal, raised 

the Spanish flag while a band played the Cuban national anthem. Spain’s diplomatic 

representative then raised the Cuban flag while the band played Spain’s Marcha 

Real.80 Most inaugurations of Spanish institutions followed a comparable protocol.81 

These kinds of national crossovers of flags and anthems served to emphasize the 

mutual respect evident between Spaniards and Cubans and were a common feature of 

various social, cultural, and political events.  

Peak moments of Cuban irritation with the United States during the republic 

tended to facilitate these joint Hispano-Cuban patriotic displays. The second U.S. 

occupation from 1906-1909 proved especially significant in this regard. In 1907, one 

anti-Yankee Cuban broadsheet made this point at the rhetorical level by proclaiming, 

 
de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 17 May 1922, APS, Fondo colonia española, leg. 7. 
Ambassador Aguera to Foreign Minister, Havana, 24 May 1927, MAE, H2353. 
79 Diario de la Marina, 24 Jan.1911, afternoon edition. Contained in MAE, H1431,  Correspondencia 
general 1911-20. 
80 Minister  plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 18 Feb. 1914, MAE, H2352, 
1913/1920. 
81 See, for example, the inaugural ceremonies at the Centro de la Colonia Española in Santiago in 
1903, the Centro Gallego (first stone) in 1907, and the Centro Asturiano in 1928: Diario de la Marina, 
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“Yellow and red flag and three-colored flag both mean spirit and love. The 

American with his pushing and pulling make the Cuban suspicious and 

discontented.”82  

The 1908 visit of the Spanish naval training ship Nautilus underscored this 

sense of Hispanic unity versus the “Anglo-Saxons.” A delighted Spanish diplomat 

explained to his superiors that the enthusiastic Cuban reception of the first Spanish 

warship to visit Cuba after 1898 was buoyed by the widespread suspicion that the 

United States meant to keep Cuba.83 The display of symbols surrounding the ship’s 

visit supports the diplomat’s impression.  

One of the major galas for the ship’s crew was hosted at the Teatro Nacional 

by a broad coalition of the island’s most famous and politically influent ial Cuban 

Liberation Army veterans. The list of sponsors included twenty-two independence-era 

generals and forty-five colonels. The banquet hall featured a portrait of Alfonso XIII, 

a bust of Máximo Gómez, and interlaced Spanish and Cuban flags. A humorous 

cartoon in 1908 summed up the general atmosphere of good feeling and 

rapprochement between Spaniards and Cubans produced by the visit. In the cartoon, 

the Spanish sailor and the Cuban veteran each hold the other’s national flag to 

indicate their mutual respect. This happy ‘jig’ left the United States out of the picture. 

 
11 Jan. 1903, p. 4 and  9 Dec. 1907, afternoon edition, p. 7; Raimundo García, El libro del Centro 
Asturiano de la Habana (Havana: P. Fernandez y Ca., 1928), p. 556. 
82 A Liberator (pseud.), “The Union of Cuba and Spain on Account of the Intervention” (Camaguey: 
Imp. Cuba, 1907). Translated and sent by Lt. A.J. Dougherty, Santiago, 3 July 1907. U.S. National 
Archives, Record Group 199, Records of the Provisional Government of Cuba, Entry 5, Confidential  
Correspondence, Box 2, file 16, letter 7. 
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Under the circumstances, three would have been a crowd.  Throughout the Nautilus 

visit, the U.S. flag and provisional government officials were relegated to the 

sidelines.84 [see image #5] 

To some degree, Spanish-Cuban reconciliation came at the expense of Cuba’s 

population of African descent as well, but to a lesser extent than “Yankees.” In the 

cartoon mentioned above, the Cuban veteran dancing with the Spanish sailor is 

‘Liborio,’ the farmer-soldier embodiment of the national spirit. Liborio’s depiction as 

white obscured the central participation of Afro-Cubans in the Liberation Army, 60 

percent of which was comprised of Afro-Cubans who also made up 40 percent of the 

commissioned officers.85 Much like what happened in the United States after the 

Civil War, reconciliation in Cuba became predominantly a task for whites.86 This 

process was less harshly segregated in Cuba, in part because Afro-Cuban veterans 

were too large a presence for Spanish elites to ignore.  

 In 1910, one young Cuban store clerk in a small town in Matanzas wrote 

Alfonso XIII to assure the king that he would rather “see Spain’s banner wave over 

my patria than the American.”87 The second U.S. occupation had ended only the year 

before, and clearly the memory still rankled this young Cuban. The persistent threat 

 
83 Minister plenipotentiary Gaytan de Ayala to Foreign Minister, Havana, 17 July 1908, MAE, H1430, 
1908 packet. 
84 Casimiro Fernandez, Visita de la ‘Nautilus’ a la Habana (Havana: Imp. La Exposición, 1908), pp. 
52-54, 65. 
85 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898  (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999), p. 3. 
86 Blight,  Race and Reunion, pp. 2, 4, 9. 
87 Ramón Polá to Alfonso XIII, Tienda Grande (Ysabel, Matanzas Province), 8 Dec. 1910. Archivo 
Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, Caja 15354/1-3. 
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of the Platt amendment and U.S. economic dominance also provided materials for 

anti-Yankee sentiment to fuel Spanish-Cuban unity. Admittedly, the resurgence of an 

exalted Cuban nationalism in the 1920s inspired attacks on both U.S. and Spanish 

influence, and brought renewed criticism of Spanish patriotic symbols by influential 

Cubans such as Carlos Manuel de la Cruz and Alberto Lamar Schweyer.88 In general 

terms, however, the Spanish flag and other emblems of national identity fared 

surprisingly well in Cuba from the end of 1899 through the early 1930s. 

Displays of unifying symbols like interlaced Spanish and Cuban flags 

stemmed from a variety of impulses. Spanish residents, many of whom had benefited 

from the colonial regime, had every incentive to want to heal the breach with the 

Cuban majority. The positive response of many Cubans, especially white elites, to 

Spanish efforts along these lines reflected a genuine desire to heal the physical and 

emotional wounds left by the war. The racial prejudices of most Cuban elites also 

contributed given their desire to keep and attract more Spaniards so as to whiten the 

population. Most importantly, the resentment many Cubans felt towards the United 

States made Spanish community efforts at reconciliation much easier.  

 

Flags as Historical Relics 
 
 Particular flags attained special meaning and status because of their 

association with historic events like the Spanish-Cuban-American War. Spanish 
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residents, Cuban veterans and politicians, and U.S. officials debated the significance 

of a variety of special flags. Several ‘last’ flags of Spanish colonialism and ‘first’ 

Spanish flags of the post-colonial order generated discussions within the Spanish 

community. However, battle flag trophies proved more important as focal points for 

tensions between the three major patriotic orientations evident in Cuban life after 

1898.  

 Last flags provided a way for Spanish residents to place a symbolic endpoint 

on Spain’s colonial legacy in the Americas while still maintaining ties with patriotic 

institutions in Spain. Four flags competed for the status of the last official Spanish 

flag lowered in Cuba. Three of them came down on January 1, 1899: the flag at El 

Morro castle in Havana, the flag at the Havana city hall, and the flag at the Spanish 

naval offices in Casa Blanca. The fourth was the flag atop the military headquarters in 

Cienfuegos which was lowered on February 3, 1899, when the last detachment of 

Spanish troops in Cuba left for Spain. 

 These last flags received elaborate ceremonies of authentication and were 

donated to prominent institutions for display, a process illustrated especially well by 

the Cienfuegos flag. 89  The headquarters commandant and the mayor of Cienfuegos 

swore to the authenticity of the Cienfuegos flag in a detailed, notarized document. 

 
88 Dr. Carlos Manuel de la Cruz y Ugarte, Frente a mis difamadores (Havana: Imp. ‘La Milagrosa’, 
1933); Alberto Lamar Schweyer, La crisis del patriotismo: Una teoría de la inmigraciones (Havana: 
1929). 
89 Diario de la Marina, 23 Nov. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 3; Museo Municipal de Madrid, “Ultima 
bandera española que ondeó en el ayuntamiento de la Habana en el año 1898 donada por D. Rafael 
Briasco. Madrid, 5 de Octubre de 1910,” archive, in. 4; Arturo Alsina Netto, Ultima bandera que 
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They then placed the flag in a cedar box and gave it to General Arturo Alsina Netto 

for repatriation to Spain. 90 The general later donated the flag to the Museo de 

Artillería in Madrid, Spain’s principal military museum, whose acceptance of it was 

mandated by a Royal Order. The museum hosted an elegant reception on June 8, 

1906, for the inscription of the flag into the collection’s register of contents. General 

Alsina Netto retained a proprietary interest in ‘his’ flag. In 1908, he published a book 

devoted to this last flag which suggested that it be displayed with fragments of a flag 

used by Hernán Cortés in the conquest of Mexico. Such an exhibit would show the 

alpha and omega incidents of Spanish colonialism.91  

Spanish residents in Cuba knew about the Cienfuegos flag and debated its 

significance. The Centro Gallego in Havana had a copy of Alsina Netto’s book in its 

library, and in 1908 a newspaper in Cienfuegos responded to a debate in the Spanish 

newspapers in Havana about the relative importance of the El Morro and city hall 

flags by insisting that the Cienfuegos last flag possessed greater historical 

significance. 92 The Diario Español dismissed this provincial claim as “a curious 

datum” while asserting that “no other banner can dispute the historic value of the 

Spanish flag from El Morro on the day of the handover.” 93 

 
cobijó al soldado español en América  (Madrid: Imp. del Patronato de Huérfanos de Administración 
Militar, 1908), pp. 20, 21. 
90 The red-and-gold flag bore a special insignia indicating its military usage: “Ejército de Operaciones 
de Cuba – 2ndo Cuerpo de Ejército, 2nda brigada de la div. De Sta. Clara.” 
91 The general would have preferred one of Columbus’ flags, but no scrap remained and too little 
information existed to make a replica. Arturo Alsina Netto, Ultima bandera, pp. 25, 26, 56, 57. 
92 Centro Gallego, Memoria 1909 (Havana: Rambla y Bouza, 1910), p. 225. 
93 For a reprint of the Cienfuegos claim and refutation of same see Diario Español, Havana, 5 April 
1908, p. 1. The name of the Cienfuegos newspaper was not given. 
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Two last Spanish flags stayed on display in Cuba. The last Spanish flag 

lowered from El Morro in Havana returned to Spain, but a piece of it remained in 

Cuba at the Museo Nacional along with the historic flag pole used for the January 1, 

1899, ceremony mentioned at the beginning of the chapter.94 In addition, the 

Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio kept the Casa Blanca naval flag on display 

in a glass case. In 1922, the association’s board voted to accompany it with another 

display case holding the Cuban flag. 95 This gesture may have been meant as a way to 

show Spanish-Cuban solidarity aga inst the United States during another period of 

U.S. intervention, the 1921-1923 tutelage of the Zayas administration by U.S. envoy 

Enoch Crowder. The society may also have wanted to demonstrate its loyalty to Cuba 

during a time of economic crisis and rising Cuban nationalism. 

Last flags held at least the potential to remind Spaniards of grievances against 

the “Yankees.” General Alsina Netto’s book certainly made this point. He argued, 

“All Spaniards should feel rancor and mortification towards the usurpers of our last 

colonies,” because the “Yankees” did not just win, they humiliated Spain.96 Spanish 

residents in Cuba did not, however, follow this admonishment when it came to 

discussing last flags.  

Alsina Netto’s idea that a last flag marked the colonial period’s endpoint held 

particular relevance for Spanish residents. Symbolically, the last flag brought one 

 
94 Diario de la Marina, 18 Jan. 1913, afternoon edition, p. 3. 
95 Asociación de los Dependientes del Comercio, Memoria 1922 (Havana: Imp. Bouza y Ca., 1923), p. 
86. 
96 Alsina Netto, Ultima bandera, p. 4. 
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phase of Spanish history to a definitive close, and as a result opened the possibility 

that the next phase (ushered in by the reign of Alfonso XIII) might “signal a new era 

of prestige.”97 Spanish residents in Cuba were sensitive to charges made by Cuban 

nationalists and some U.S. officials that they demonstrated continuity with backward 

or repressive colonial-era practices and institutions. Homages to la st flags provided 

one way to indicate a degree of separation from the colonial past while still 

preserving ties with the motherland. 

Last flags were primarily of concern to Spaniards in Cuba and the Iberian 

peninsula, but other kinds of flags treated as historical relics sparked debates among 

and between Spaniards, Cubans, and North Americans over who held the power to 

authenticate and display particular flags.98  These kinds of historical debates usually 

involved Spanish and Cuban flags used or captured in major battles.  

U.S. forces seized a variety of Spanish trophies in 1898 for the purpose of 

victory memorials in the United States and Cuba. Two Spanish warships managed to 

forestall this impulse in one instance by burning their battle flags.99 However, General 

Wood, while in charge of Santiago, made do with stone seals of state, Spanish cannon 

and bayonets (later incorporated into U.S. war monuments in Santiago), and even the 

 
97 Alsina Netto, p. 52. 
98 First and last U.S. flags raised and lowered in Cuba were incorporated into the  Museo Nacional in 
Havana and the Museo Bacardí in Santiago, but do not appear to have generated much controversy. 
Museo Emilio Bacardí, Catálogo Guerra Hispano Cubano-Americana (Santiago: Talleres, 
Renacimiento, 1948), pp. 6-8; Diario de la Marina, 18 Jan. 1913, afternoon, p. 3. 
99Unión Constitucional , Havana, 6 Sept. 1898, p. 2.  
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stocks from Santiago’s El Morro castle which he subsequently offered to ship back 

to Cuba for incorporation into the Bacardí Museum. 100  

Some Cubans used the issue of Spanish flags and other trophies captured by 

Cuban troops to mock Spanish community pretensions. In 1928, the Afro-Cuban 

journalist Ramón Vasconcelos urged the Cuban government to return to Spain the 

many battle flags and other trophies captured by Cuban troops.101 In particular, he 

suggested the return of the flag, arms, and archive of the Batallón Canaria which had 

been seized by Generals Antonio Maceo and Máximo Gómez at the Battle of 

Maltiempo, a Spanish defeat.102 In 1930, Francisco López Loiva, president of a local 

Cuban veterans group in Las Villas, made a similar proposal to the national veterans 

commission. 103  

Both of these Cuban proposals were actually sarcastic responses to a Spanish 

goodwill gesture in 1928 that went awry.  Spanish-Cuban relations suffered a setback 

over the issue of what to do with Cuban flags and other trophies captured by Spanish 

troops and sent back to the Museo de Artillería in Madrid. This museum housed over 

fifteen boxes of historical relics seized during the Ten Years’ War and Cuban 

Independence War. The collection’s chief prizes were the Grito de Yara flag taken 

 
100 Leonard Wood to Emilio Bacardí, New York, 1 Dec. 1916. Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, 
correspondencia, leg. 11, exp. 56. 
101 Vasconcelos was a zayista journalist who had been jailed in 1912 for supposedly being in league 
with the Partido Independiente de Color. In 1916, he gained notoriety by advocating a theory that 
President José Miguel Gómez had devised a secret plan in 1912 with leaders of the Partido 
Independiente de Color. Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share, p. 301, note 41. 
102 Cited in Nova Catalunya , March 1928, no. 321, p. 17. 
103 La Semana, Havana, 12 Jan. 1930. 
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from Carlos Manuel de Céspedes during the Ten Years’ War and Antonio Maceo’s 

machete captured after his death in battle in the Cuban Independence War. 

Earlier, in 1910, the Spanish government generated a surge of goodwill in 

Mexico by returning similar military trophies in honor of the centennial celebration of 

the Hidalgo Revolt. The success of that gesture ultimately led to an attempt in 1928 to 

achieve comparable results in Cuba by returning the banner used by Carlos Manuel 

de Céspedes on  October 10, 1868 when he launched the Ten Years’ War.104 The 

Cuban ambassador in Madrid, Mario García Kohly, and the Casino Español de la 

Habana enthusiastically supported this gift idea.105 

Indignant Cuban patriots responded that the flag the Spanish government 

proposed returning could not be authentic. The ‘real’ flag hung in the Cuban House of 

Representatives and had never been captured. Spain’s ambassador wrote his superiors 

to lament “the indifference with which Cuban public opinion has greeted this 

generous gesture.” Rather naively, he suggested that perhaps the solution lay in 

 
104 The Spanish government kept Maceo’s machete, as the more valuable relic, until a time when it 
wanted something truly important from the Cuban government. In 1954, Spanish officials were still 
debating what to do with it. Spain’s foreign minister toyed with the idea of giving it to the Cuban 
government in exchange for the destruction of the Maine memorial in Havana. Luis Maria de 
Lojendio, technical director of the Oficina de Información Diplomática, to Juan Pablo de Lojendio, 
Spanish ambassador in Cuba, Madrid, 24 Feb. 1954, Archivo general de la administración in Alcalá de 
Henares, Asuntos Exteriores, IDD 17, Caja 5378. 
105Mario García Kohly was a Cuban politician known for his oratory and pro-Spanish views on cultural 
and immigration issues.  He served as Cuba’s Secretary of Education in 1910 and became Cuba’s 
diplomatic representative to Spain in 1913.  Mario García Kohly, “El rey de España” in Diario de la 
Marina, Album del Rey (Havana: 1923), pp. 1, 5, 23; Dr. Juan M. Dihigo y Mestre, Elogio del Dr. 
Mario García Kohly (Havana: El siglo xx, 1937); reprint of Kohly interview with Spanish dictator 
Primo de Rivera in Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, Las Banderas de Yara y Bayamo  (Paris: Editorial Le 
Livre Libre, 1929), p. 91; and Casino Español, Memoria 1928 (Havana: 1929).  
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getting the director of the Museo de Artillería to issue a document attesting to the 

gift’s authenticity. 106  

Cubans preferred their own method of authentication. Cuban patriots brought 

Candelaria Acosta to Havana from Santiago to bear witness to her handiwork. The 

89-year-old woman had sewn the original flag for the Grito de Yara. Tempers flared 

when her son then challenged the director of the Diario de la Marina, José I. Rivero, 

to a duel for daring to suggest that his aged mother had misidentified the flag in the 

House of Representatives as the correct one.107  The particular political context of 

1928 probably influenced the strength of the Cuban reaction. Growing opposition to 

President Machado (whose ambassador in Spain backed the gift idea) and the spread 

of a more radical Cuban nationalism magnified this controversy to a greater level than 

might have been the case in a calmer era.108 

U.S. authorities stayed neutral in this flag debate. The U.S. envoy in Havana 

accepted Candelaria Acosta’s verdict but expressed sympathy for the Spanish 

position. The diplomat noted that the business of authentication “was conducted with 

much publicity and little tact, so that the effect was to disparage the generous action 

of Spain in returning what it considered to be the first Cuban flag.”109 

 
106 Cited in F. Oliván (a foreign ministry employee) to Foreign Minister, Madrid, 18 Feb 1928. MAE 
H2353. 
107 Negro World, 24:12 (New York: 28 April 1928), p.3. 
108 One of President Gerardo Machado’s most vocal critics in the Cuban Congress was Carlos Manuel 
de la Cru z. This representative used his opposition to Spain’s return of the debated Céspedes banner to 
criticize Machado’s patriotic credentials. Dr. Carlos Manuel de la Cruz y Ugarte, Frente a mis 
difamadores, p. 15. 
109 Chargé d’Affaires ad interim Curtis to Secretary of State, Havana, 14  May 1928. U.S. Department 
of State record  837.412/2. 
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In sum, particular flags associated with past events had the capacity to evoke 

strong positive and negative emotions about the recent conflicts. As a result, historic 

flags triggered debates between Spaniards, Cubans, and North Americans over their 

proper use and display. Of course, some flag relics never attracted such public 

attention, but still possessed powerful significance for their champions. On his 

deathbed in 1911, the last thoughts of Captain Agustín Díaz turned to the military flag 

of his former command. Díaz had led a company of Voluntarios in Havana during the 

Independence War and remained in the city afterwards, keeping the flag as his own. 

His widow and former comrades fulfilled his dying wish and gave the standard to the 

Spanish consul to convey to Alfonso XIII.110  

 

Jockeying for Power 
 

Flag displays and controversies often reflected the underlying tensions and 

power struggles evident in Cuban life during and after the first occupation. Flags 

provided a useful mechanism for asserting control and legitimacy. As a result, these 

symbols generated a variety of incidents between and within U.S., Cuban, and 

Spanish groups. U.S. officials projected their power by displaying their flag and 

controlling those of Spain and Cuba. Cubans responded with aggressive displays of 

Cuban flags and efforts to control or counter the flag displays of Americans, 

 
110 Deputy Foreign Minister to Marqués de la Torrecilla (Jefe Superior de Palacio), Madrid, 11 Jan. 
1912. Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, caja 8828/35. 
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Spaniards, and rival Cubans. For their part, Spanish residents often disagreed among 

themselves about how and whether to fly the red-and-gold flag.  

North Americans 

U.S. officials in the first occupation used flags in a variety of ways to assert 

their authority.  In 1899, U.S. Brigadier General Fitzhugh Lee reported that “the sight 

of the flag of the United States waving over the public buildings and being carried 

through the streets of Havana was a most instructive object lesson.”  Fitzhugh Lee 

claimed that this symbol conveyed to Cubans and Spaniards alike the “majesty of the 

American government” and the “great reserve power behind it.”111 This was not just 

boastful rhetoric. U.S. officials took the primacy of the U.S. flag over Spanish and 

Cubans ensigns very seriously throughout the first occupation. As noted previously, 

U.S. authorities strictly regulated where and to what extent Spanish flags could be 

flown. [see image #6] 

 Cuban flags were also subject to U.S. control. Shortly after the Spanish 

surrender of Santiago to U.S. forces, General Leonard Wood ordered the Club San 

Carlos, an elite creole society, to lower its Cuban flag. Wood’s instruction ostensibly 

sought to avoid confrontations between Cubans and the departing Spanish troops.112 

Indeed, this concern served U.S. occupiers as a general pretext to keep Liberation 

 
111Brigadier General Fitzhugh Lee, “Report on the Province of Havana and Pinar del Río,” in Civil 
Report 1899, vol. III. 
112 José Joaquín Hernandez y Mancebo, “Memorias de un Bloqueado” in Emilio Bacardí, Crónicas de 
Santiago de Cuba, vol. 10, (Madrid: repr. 1922, Breogán, 1973), p. 379. 
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Army troops out of Santiago in 1898.113 However, the use of the Cuban flag by 

Cuban civilians at the Club San Carlos was unlikely to produce such disturbances. 

Wood’s decision reflected his annexationist view that the stars-and-stripes should be 

the permanent flag of Cuba. He codified this belief in a September 1898 decree 

forbidding the flying of the Cuban flag in Santiago.114  

Initially, Cuban residents in the Santiago area accepted that U.S. officials had 

the power to regulate use of their flag, but such acquiescence soon waned on the 

island. On July 18, 1898, José de Armas wrote General Shafter on behalf of local 

Cuban patriots to ask if they could fly their flag from their private dwellings. Armas 

noted, “They don’t dare to do it until they know if their action will be considered by 

you as a proper one under the circumstances.”115 U.S. officers like Wood doubted that 

any such displays were “proper” in the context of U.S. occupation.   

As U.S. administration lasted past 1899, the island’s inhabitants increasingly 

challenged its authority through dual displays of Cuban and Spanish flags like the one 

in Cienfuegos on November 29, 1899, and other anti-U.S. protests.116  Cuban 

nationalist leaders such as Liberation Army General Alejandro Rodríguez were 

emboldened by the victory of the National Party in the municipal elections held in 

 
113 See irate letter from Liberation Army General Calixto García to U.S. General William Shafter, Casa 
Azul, 19 July 1898, William R. Shafter papers, microfilm roll four. 
114 David F. Healy, The United States in Cuba, 1898-1902, pp. 90-91, 131; Unión Constitucional, 
Havana, 8 Sept. 1898, afternoon edition, p.1.  
115 This was the same José de Armas who championed the legend of Vara de Rey. He was present at 
the battle for Santiago as an interpreter for the U.S. forces and as a correspondent for the New York 
Sun. José de Armas to General Shafter, Camp before Santiago, 18 July 1898, William R. Shafter 
papers, microfilm roll four. 
116 Healy, The United States in Cuba, p. 118. 
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June of 1900, despite U.S. efforts to favor the more pro-American Union-

Democratic Party. This setback helped convince General Wood, in charge of the U.S. 

occupation after December 1899, that annexation of Cuba by the United States was 

not possible.117 

However, General Wood made sure that the new Cuban republic recognized 

its obligation to respect continued U.S. influence in Cuban affairs. To this end, Wood 

had the first Cuban flag officially flown by the U.S. military government raised at the 

inauguration of Cuba’s constitutional assembly on November 5, 1900. Under heavy 

U.S. pressure, this convention enshrined a U.S. right to intervene in Cuba under the 

Platt amendment to the Cuban constitution. 118 Wood’s message in raising this Cuban 

flag was not subtle: the ability of Cubans to fly their own flag depended on satisfying 

U.S. demands.  

The fate of Wood’s convention flag illustrates the complexities of Cuban 

responses to the Platt Amendment. A delegate from Santiago, Antonio Bravo 

Correoso, took possession of this Cuban flag after it was formally authenticated by 

the convention’s secretary, Colonel Enrique Villuendas.119 Yet, Bravo Correoso was 

one of the convention’s more vocal critics of U.S. demands. His opposition 

differentiated him from the pro-U.S. views of many of his fellow ex-Autonomist 

 
117 Healy, pp. 143, 146. 
118 The convention delegates passed the U.S. demands as an appendix to the Cuban constitution on 
June 13, 1901.  These stipulations for U.S. intervention were later codified in a formal treaty between 
the two countries in 1903. Miriam Hernández Sosa, “La batalla contra la Enmienda Platt,” in José 
Cantón Navarro et al (eds.), La neocolonia: Organización y crisis  desde 1899 hasta 1940 (Havana: 
Editora Política, 1998), pp. 25, 32, 
119 Santiago city council, Actas , 11 May 1909, book 13, pp. 232-233, Archivo municipal de Santiago.  
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Party members.120 Still, on the final vote Bravo Correoso revealed an attitude of 

resignation common among many Cuban leaders who decided that limited 

sovereignty was better than a prolonged U.S. occupation. He did not, however, stay to 

be counted. Sixteen delegates voted to accept; eleven remained adamantly opposed; 

and four simply did not show up to vote. Bravo Correoso was one of the four.121  

After the convention, Antonio Bravo Correoso resumed his active opposition 

to the Platt Amendment. He became a prominent backer of the presidential campaign 

of the ardent Cuban nationalist Bartolomé Masó against Tomás Estrada Palma who 

had U.S. citizenship and was heavily favored by U.S. officials.122 Throughout this 

campaign and for several more years, Bravo Correoso retained possession of Wood’s 

flag, despite its symbolism for U.S. tutelage over the island. The Santiago politician 

kept the flag until May of 1909 when he donated it to the Santiago city council as an 

important relic of Cuba’s “historia patria” (patriotic history).123 His donation followed 

and, most likely, celebrated the resumption of Cuban self-government after the 

second U.S. occupation. Bravo Correoso’s actions between November 1900 and May 

1909 reflected the carefully restrained opposition to U.S. influence expressed by 

many Cuban and Spanish elites in this period.124 

 
120 Many ex-Autonomists wanted to preserve U.S. influence in Cuba as a guarantor of social and 
economic stability. 
121 The other three absentee delegates were Robau, Gener, and Rius Rivera.  Miriam Hernández Sosa, 
“La battalla contra la Enmienda Platt,” p. 33. 
122 Ibid., p. 39. 
123 Santiago city council, Actas , 11 May 1909. 
124 Antonio Bravo Correoso was linked to Spanish elites through business and family ties. He enjoyed 
close relations with the leadership of the Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago and his nephew, 
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The second U.S. occupation from 1906-1909 proved somewhat less heavy-

handed in its symbolic strategies than the first. Provisional governor Charles Magoon 

signaled his more conciliatory approach by keeping the Cuban flag flying over 

official buildings, despite the change in political circumstances.125 This policy was 

backed by President Taft who formally declared that, “This will be a Cuban 

Government…The Cuban flag will be hoisted as usual over the government buildings 

of the island.”126 Although meant to placate Cuban nationalists, this declaration still 

asserted U.S. authority to make such decisions for Cubans. In general, the threat of 

U.S. tariffs and troops provided the underlying basis for American power in Cuba, but 

flag displays and flag decrees provided potent symbolic expressions of this authority. 

 

Cubans 
 

Cuban officials and individuals used flags to assert their state power and 

national pride.  One concern Cuban politicians expressed was over how, where, and 

by whom the Cuban lonestar flag could be used.127 In January and April of 1906, a 

Cuban Congressional resolution and presidential decree set out the formal rules 

regarding the flag’s usage. These rules were then disseminated through the official 

 
Mariano Ferrer y Bravo, was a member of Alfonso XIII’s court in Madrid. El Cubano Libre, Santiago, 
23 April 1913 and La Región, Santiago, 1 April 1926, p. 1. 
125 Lillian Guerra, “Perceiving Populism: U.S. Imperialism and the Paradox of Labor Struggle in Cuba, 
1906-1909,” paper presented at XXII International Congress of Latin American Studies Association, 
Washington, D.C., 8 Sept. 2001. 
126 Cited in David A. Lockmiller, Magoon in Cuba: A History of the Second Intervention, 1906-1909  
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1938), p. 58. 
127 For a description and history of the Cuban lonestar flag, see Edwin T. Tolon, Homenaje a la 
bandera cubana en su centenario: Obsequio de la Cerveceria Polar al pueblo de Cuba (Havana: Imp. La 
Revoltosa, 1949). 
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government gazette, a brochure, and press releases.128 One of the key provisions 

insisted on the state’s power over national symbols. Any private or commercial use 

would have to be expressly “authorized by the president of the republic.” This 

measure appears to have been aimed at crass commercial displays rather than to 

restrict flag waving by the out-of-power party, the Liberals.129  

Schools became key sites for inculcating respect for the national flag. In 1910, 

the Liberal administration of José Miguel Gómez demonstrated its patriotic 

credentials by requiring children in all public schools to pledge allegiance to the 

lonestar flag. 130 The administration was almost certainly responding to nationalist 

agitation by Cuban veterans led by Emilio Nuñez. The individual directly responsible 

for the decree was Education Secretary Mario García Kohly, a figure whose patriotic 

credentials came under attack at times because of his praise for Spanish history and 

culture.131 In 1915, Cuban congressman Omelio Freyre went further and proposed 

that private schools be required to place the Cuban flag in a prominent place and have 

their students salute it.132 The most important private schools in Cuba were run by the 

Catholic Church and the Spanish mutual aid societies, institutions suspected by some 

Cuban patriots of undermining Cuban nationalism. 133 Freyre’s measure did not pass, 

 
128 Cuban State Department, Ley de 6 de enero de 1906 y Decreto Presidencial de 24 de Abril del 
mismo año regularizando el uso de la bandera, escudo y sello de la República de Cuba (Havana: Imp. 
La Moderna Poesía, 1906), APS, Fondo GP, materia gp, leg. 700, exp. 16; Diario de la Marina, 28 
April 1906, p. 4. 
129 Cuban State Department, Ley de 6 de enero de 1906. 
130 Diario de la Marina, 31 Aug. 1910, p. 4. 
131 Dr. Juan M. Dihigo y Mestre, Elogio del Dr. Mario García Kohly, pp. 46, 140. 
132 El Imparcial, Matanzas, 12 July 1915, p. 2. 
133 See chapter one. 
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but it reveals the sensitivities some Cubans felt regarding the lonestar flag and 

national pride. 

Flag initiatives by Cubans often sought to counter the influence of Americans 

and occasionally Spaniards as well. In 1902 and 1903, Cubans celebrated 

independence from Spain and the United States by flag subscriptions involving the 

island’s two most historic and strategic fortresses. In 1902, the inhabitants of Smith 

Key in Santiago Bay collected money for a forty-foot flag pole on the Spanish castle 

guarding the bay. They wanted their country’s “glorious flag” to greet U.S. vessels as 

they entered and left the harbor.134 

 Following a similar impulse, prominent Cuban veterans and politicians raised 

a Cuban flag at El Morro castle in Havana on February 24, 1903.135 This date marked 

the anniversary of the Grito de Baire that began the Cuban Independence War in 

1895, and the site was where the formal transfer from Spanish to U.S. control took 

place in 1899. The 1903 ceremony featured a new Cuban flag funded by popular 

subscription on a new flagpole and the participation of independence figures known 

for their nationalist fervor: Alejandro Rodríguez, Juan Gualberto Gómez, Emilio 

Nuñez, and the son of Máximo Gómez. The symbolism of the date, site, ceremony, 

and participants clearly celebrated Cuban primacy over the former colonizers and 

occupiers.  

 
134 Sixteen neighbors of Cayo Smith to Emilio Bacardí, Santiago, 10 March 1915. Museo Bacardí, 
fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 19, exp. 31. 
135 Diario de la Marina, 25 Feb. 1903, p. 4. 
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The second U.S. occupation inspired several flag incidents by Cubans 

angered by the resumption of U.S. control. Historian Lillian Guerra notes one 

incident in Cienfuegos in 1907 where a Cuban band member took out a small U.S. 

flag and repeatedly blew his nose in it right in front of a group of U.S. soldiers, much 

to the delight of his audience.136 In 1908, the Havana city council erected a massive 

flagpole on a key patriotic site (the execution spot of the medical student martyrs of 

1871) to defy a U.S. company with close ties to the occupation government, the 

Havana Electric Railway Company. This company wanted to build a track through a 

historic site the council believed belonged to the city. 137  

Some Cubans wanted to regulate foreign flag displays in Cuba as a way to 

enforce respect for their nation. In 1913, Havana’s mayor Fernando Freyre de 

Andrade issued a decree aimed at governing foreign flag displays in the national 

capital. His decree resembled Perfecto Lacoste’s failed 1899 measure, but stressed 

control rather than outright denial. Foreign flags could be flown, but only with the 

permission of city authorities, and had to be accompanied by a Cuban flag flown at 

the same height.138 A  Cuban periodical known for its nationalistic fervor, Cuba 

Contemporanea, lauded the regulation and suggested that it be extended across the 

island.139  

 
136 Lillian Guerra, “Perceiving Populism.” 
137 Havana city council, Actas , 30 Dec. 1908, pp. 498-99. See chapter seven for more on this incident. 
138 Diario de la Marina, 16 and 18 May 1913, p. 1.  
139 José Sixto de Sola, “Los extranjeros en Cuba,” Cuba Contempóranea , Tomo VIII, June 1915, p. 
127. 
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Political divisions between Cubans also found an outlet in various 

manipulations of flags. In the August Revolution of 1906, Liberal rebels in Pinar del 

Río raised a Cuban flag draped in black as their standard.140 This displayed their 

belief that the patria was in mourning over the ruling party’s blatant electoral fraud. A 

black-draped Cuban flag represented a powerful protest symbol applicable in a 

variety of circumstances. In 1915, a Cuban flag appeared in Santiago’s central park 

with a black banner on its supporting pole which read, “The patria is in mourning due 

to the speech by García Kohly in Huelva [Spain]”141 Mario García Kohly was a 

prominent Cuban Liberal politician accused by some opponents of being too cozy 

with Spanish interests. Making the Cuban flag appear as if it were mourning García 

Kohly’s unpatriotic behavior was a potent insult by his enemies. 

Patriotic displays of various kinds underscored the ambiguous status of Afro-

Cubans in post-war Cuban society. Their tenuous incorporation in official patriotic 

events devolved at times into outright exclusion by white Cuban leaders. The elite 

Cuban organizers of the principal civic procession held in Havana on independence 

day in 1902 sought to attract “all the inhabitants of the island” as viewers and 

participants.142 The parade on May 20 included floats by the “Chinese community” 

and various Spanish organizations as well as a “commission of blacks carrying a 

Cuban flag that said ‘Long Live the Republic! - Society of Los Congos Reales del 

 
140 David A. Lockmiller, Magoon in Cuba , p. 34.  
141 Letter from Chief of Special Police to Provincial Governor, Santiago, 4 Sept. 1915. APS, Fondo 
GP, materia policia, leg. 1833, exp. 2. 
142 Diario de la Marina, 30 March 1902, p. 2. 
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Santo Rey Melchor.’ ”143 The procession conveyed an inclusive image of national 

unity.   

Other civic events in the republic featured Afro-Cubans as either full 

participants or, more commonly, as at least a token presence. As an example of the 

latter, the 1903 flag rais ing on El Morro in Havana included Juan Gualberto Gómez 

as the lone Afro-Cuban leader among the assembled dignitaries. In contrast, Santiago 

city officials organizing a Grito de Baire anniversary in 1908 wanted as broad-based a 

procession as possible to impress U.S. occupation authorities. Consequently, their 

invitations cut across party, class, ethnic, and racial lines. Among other invitations, 

city officials asked two Afro-Cuban organizations, the Club Aponte and Club José 

Maceo, to send strong contingents.144 In 1910, the national veterans association held a 

large Grito de Baire march in Havana to publicize their demands regarding 

government employment. Afro-Cubans veterans in the Asociación Aponte took a 

prominent part in the flag-waving procession. 145 

However, creoles often tried to minimize Afro-Cuban patriotic participation 

and sought to place historic relics and imagery under white control, despite the 

enormous contributions made by Afro-Cubans in Cuba’s independence wars. 

Commemorations of the great Afro-Cuban general Antonio Maceo proved quite 

revealing in this regard. The Museo Nacional, started by Mario García Kohly, 

contained a wide variety of items associated with Maceo: his hairbrush, suitcase, 

 
143 Diario de la Marina, 23 May 1902, p. 2. 
144 APS, Fondo GP, materia fiestas nacionales, leg. 637, exp. 10. 
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solder from his coffin, etc. One of the museum’s principal relics was the ‘official’ 

flag under which Maceo carried out his famous invasion of Western Cuba. What 

made it official was that it had been sent to Maceo by the civilian head of the Cuban 

provisional government, the elite creole Salvador Cisneros Betancourt. This selection 

was somewhat ironic, since Cisneros Betancourt was actually a bitter foe of Maceo 

until the general’s death in battle in 1896.146  

One Afro-Cuban veteran and political activist, Pedro Ivonnet, claimed that he 

had in his possession the ‘true’ invasion flag which his brother had carried as Antonio 

Maceo’s standard bearer. Pedro Ivonnet had also fought in this campaign, and wanted 

this flag to get the recognition it deserved. Consequently, he loaned it to the Bacardí 

Museum in Santiago on May 20, 1902, as a way to celebrate Cuban independence.147 

Ivonnet loaned the flag rather than donating it outright, because his political 

aspirations made future access to it desirable.  

Pedro Ivonnet joined the Moderate party in the early 1900s, but quickly 

became disillusioned by the lack of opportunity for Afro-Cubans. He switched to the 

Partido Independiente de Color shortly after it was formed. Ivonnet was sent to prison 

in Havana in 1910 along with other members of the Partido Independiente because 

Liberal leaders feared they might lose votes to the new party. While in jail, Ivonett 

tried to get the invasion flag back from the Bacardí museum to rally members of the 

 
145 Diario de la Marina, 22 Feb. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 4. 
146 Antonio Rodríguez Morey, Maceo en el Museo Nacional (Havana: P. Fernandez y Cia., 1945); 
Helg, Our Rightful Share, p. 72. 
147 Letter from P. Ivonett to José Bofell, Carcel de la Habana, 10 Oct. 1910.  Museo Bacardí, Fondo 
Bacardí, Fondo Donativo, exp. 31. 
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Partido Independiente at a time when their party had been declared illegal. 148  In 

1912, Ivonnet led an armed protest to relegalize the party, and was shot on July 18 as 

the culminating act of the ‘race war.’ 149   

Ivonnet’s claim to the invasion flag and Maceo’s legacy did not die in 1912. 

Ivonnet’s widow was still trying to retrieve the flag in 1948.150 Yet, Afro-Cuban 

aspirations and particular place in Cuban patriotic events received a powerful setback 

with the 1912 racist massacre. In 1913, one of the few Afro-Cuban representatives 

left in Congress tried in vain to have Afro-Cuban soldiers included in an official 

Cuban contingent sent to New York City to witness the inauguration of a monument 

to the Maine. The representative, Generoso Campos Marquetti, asserted that such 

inclusion would show the full reincorporation of Afro-Cubans into the nation after the 

tragic repression of 1912.151  

In 1916, a major monument to Antonio Maceo was inaugurated in Havana, 

but coverage of the ceremony suggested that his patriotic aura was being appropriated 

by the island’s white population. The Diario de la Marina noted that “the generous 

military leader indisputably had noble Spanish blood in his veins.”152 Cuban creoles 

even applied careful pseudo-scientific measurements to Maceo’s skull to ‘prove’ that 

his head at least had been white.153 Yearly commemorations of Maceo’s death on 

December 7 at times provided a more public denial by creoles of the links between 

 
148 P. Ivonett to José Bofell. 
149Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share, p. 2. 
150 Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, Fondo Donativo, exp. 31. 
151 Cuban Congress, Diario de Sesiones, 7 May 1913, p. 3. 
152 Diario de la Marina, 20 May 1916, p. 1. 
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Maceo and the island’s Afro-Cuban population. In 1921, Afro-Cubans in Camagüey 

sharply protested being excluded from the December 7 remembrance events.154 In a 

variety of ways, patriotic events and flag displays asserted the power of Cubans over 

foreign interests, especially the United States, and highlighted disputes between 

different groups of Cubans, often to the detriment of Afro-Cubans. 

 

Spaniards 
 

Flags revealed significant internal divisions within the Spanish community 

over who had the power to decide what constituted proper flag use. In this battle, 

Spanish diplomats usually lost out to local Spanish societies, much as they did on the 

issue of defining who was Spanish. 155 In 1903, beleaguered diplomats enjoyed some 

success at keeping Spain’s official coat-of-arms off the red-and-gold flag. In the 

usage of the day, any insults to a flag bearing that seal would have amounted to an 

international incident. The Spanish government turned down requests from several 

societies seeking that privilege.156 Only the Casino Español in Havana chose to annoy 

the Spanish diplomats and make rival societies jealous by using the coat-of-arms. The 

Casino relied on a colonial-era Royal Order granting it that privilege, a departure 

from its usual post-war efforts to distance itself from the colonial past.157   

 
153 Antonio Rodríguez Morey, Maceo en el Museo Nacional, p. 12. 
154 Diario de la Marina, 16 Dec. 1921, p. 1. 
155 See chapter one. 
156 Legation to Foreign Minister, Havana, 15 Feb 1915, MAE, H2352, 1913/1920.   
157 Chargé d’Affaires Joaquín de Torroja to Foreign Minister, Havana, 27 March 1903. MAE, H 1907; 
León Ichazo, Juicio crítico realizada por el Casino Español desde su fundación en 11 de junio de 1869 
(Havana: Imp. El Debate, 1919). 
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In other areas, the diplomats found less success. In 1908, during the second 

occupation, Spain’s diplomatic representative engaged in a futile effort to keep 

members of the Spanish community from waving their flag in Cuban political 

meetings. One diplomat begged Spain’s foreign minister to “order him by telegraph 

to prohibit the use of our national flag without special authorization from His 

Majesty’s government.”158 Of course, such backing from Madrid meant little in post-

war Cuba. U.S. occupiers and Cuban officials had the power to regulate foreign flags 

to some degree, but the Spanish government had very little. 

Displays of the Catalan flag represented perhaps the biggest headache for 

Spain’s diplomats and bothered many leaders of the Spanish community as well. 

Cuban organizers of a large protest march in Havana against U.S. tariffs in 1921 had 

to separate the Casino Español and Centre Catalá contingents because of the bad 

feelings between them over this issue. The Casino Español had refused to participate 

in previous civic processions if the Catalan society raised its separatist flag. This 

time, grudgingly, it agreed to ignore the matter, since tariffs affected the financial 

interests of leaders in both organizations. Spain’s diplomatic representative reacted 

more strongly. During the procession, the hapless diplomat tried to get Cuban 

policeman to force down the offending flag. The policeman told him to take it down 

himself, and nearby Cubans jeered derisively at the diplomat’s impotence.159  

 
158 Minister plenipotentiary Gaytan de Ayala to Foreign Minister, telegram from Havana, 29 Sept. 
1908. MAE, H1430, 1908 packet. 
159 Nova Catalunya , Havana, Dec. 1921, pp. 18-19.  
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Spanish community leaders actually had somewhat more influence over 

Catalan activities in Havana than Spain’s diplomats. Spanish elites usually tried to 

present at least the appearance of a unified community to Cuban society for reasons 

of prestige and power.160 Commercial pressure on their board members encouraged 

Catalan organizations in Havana to fly Spanish, Cuban, and Catalan flags together. 

However, more concentrated Catalan communities in Guantánamo, Camagüey, and 

Santiago proved more open in their hostility to the Spanish flag. 161 

 In Cuba, power represented a fundamental aspect of who could fly what kinds 

of flags, in what locations, and on what dates. As North Americans, Cubans, and 

Spaniards jockeyed for position in the post-war order, tensions between and within 

these groups often manifested through flags and flag controversies.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Spain’s red-and-gold flag fared surprisingly well in post-war Cuba. The 

banner inspired some attacks by Cuban patriots and restrictive measures by U.S. and 

Cuban officials. More often, however, the Spanish flag served as the focus of 

reconciliatory displays between Spanish residents and white creoles united by fears of 

U.S. influence. In general, Spain’s flag enjoyed greater visibility and emotive appeal 

in Cuba in the three decades after 1898 than it did in peninsular Spain during the 

same period. The flag did not of course enjoy universal appeal among Spanish 

 
160 See chapter one. 
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residents.  Anarchists disdained all national flags, and Catalan separatists rejected 

the red-and-gold as a symbol of Spanish oppression of Catalunya. The next chapter 

addresses the range of alternate patriotic projects and symbols developed by these 

Catalan separatists as they challenged the views expressed by most Spanish 

institutions in Cuba. 

 
161 Vida Catalunya, Havana, May 1920, no. 211, pp. 52-53. Chapter five addresses the role and 
activities of Catalan separatists in Cuba in greater depth. 
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Chapter Five: “The Catalan Alternative” 

 
 

In 1929, the Centre Catalá’s magazine, Nova Catalunya, criticized the 

“systematic errors – individually and collectively – of the immense majority of the 

Spanish elements resident here.” In its view, the Spanish collective was led by 

reactionary elites who yearned for the colonial past. Under their direction, Spanish 

community newspapers and associations waged a “constant, secret struggle against 

the core principles of Cuban independence.” Naturally, however, the magazine 

considered Catalans an “exception” to this anti-Cuban behavior.1  

Both claims – Spanish residents as enemies of Cuba and Catalans as 

exceptions – were overstated. However, the Nova Catalunya article did capture a key 

division between Catalan residents and the larger Iberian collective. Many Catalans in 

Cuba opposed patriotic practices common among groups with ties to other regions of 

Spain. In particular, Catalan separatists developed an alternate array of patriotic 

histories and symbols which challenged those used by mainstream Spanish 

community institutions. These separatists advocated autonomy or outright 

independence from Spain for the four core provinces of Catalunya: Barcelona, 

Gerona, Lleida and Tarragona.2  To further their political goals, these Catalans 

 
1 Nova Catalunya , Havana, June 1929, no. 336, p. 3. The article was written to praise a  book 
published in 1929 by Cuban intellectual Alberto Lamar Schweyer which accused the Spanish 
community of undermining Cuban patriotism. See Alberto Lamar Schweyer, La crisis del patriotismo: 
Una teoría de las inmigraciones (Havana: 1929). 
2 In addition to this core, known as the “Principat,” a periphery of Catalan-speaking areas within 
Spanish territory included Valencia, the Balearic islands, and a small section of Aragón. Although 
usually included in the cultural aspirations and projects of Catalan nationalists, this periphery figured 
much less prominently in their political agendas.  Catalan-speaking areas of France and Sardinia 
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highlighted Spanish colonial misdeeds in order to draw parallels between the 

experiences of Cuba and Catalunya. Catalan leaders urged Catalan-Cuban solidarity 

on the basis of shared suffering at the hands of tyrannical Spaniards. This emphasis 

clashed with efforts by other elements in the Spanish community to gloss over the 

colonial period’s darker aspects and promote reconciliation between equally “noble” 

Cuban victors and Spanish vanquished. The Catalan alternative undercut Spanish 

residents who sought to rewrite the past and strengthen ties with Cuban elites, but it 

remained a minority viewpoint because of the lesser demographic weight and 

commercia l power of Catalan residents in relation to the larger Spanish community.  

 

 An Altered View -- The Catalan Community Transformed  

A strong Catalan presence and regional pride took root in Cuba during the 

nineteenth century as bulwarks of the colonial regime. It was only after 1898 that 

more radical anti-Spanish elements opposed to the Spanish state and Spanish 

nationalism in general came to the fore within the Catalan community. 3  New 

immigrants, generational change, reaction to events back in Spain, and the political 

climate of independent Cuba drove this transition. More conservative Catalans, many 

with ties to the colonial era, remained a significant force in the Havana area and were 

 
existed as well but were even less central to these discussions. Daniele Conversi, The Basques, the 
Catalans, and Spain: Alternative Routes to Nationalist Mobilisation  (London: Hurst & Company, 
1997), preface, p. 15. 
3 In this chapter, “radical” and “conservative” refer to degrees of adherence to Catalan nationalism. 
Some Catalan separatist groups in Cuba even incorporated “radical” into their titles. Positions on this 
spectrum tended to correspond with other political views, except in the case of religion. Many 
“radical” Catalans were also staunch Catholics.   
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evident in Eastern Cuba as well. Despite their continued presence, by the early 1920s 

these pro-Spanish figures became increasingly marginalized within the island’s 

Catalan institutions.4  

In the nineteenth century, many Catalans in Cuba managed to reconcile 

Spanish patriotism and regional sentiment. This choice stemmed more from the 

favored position these Catalans enjoyed within the colonial system than fear of state 

repression. Projects expressing pride in Catalan identity received support at the 

highest levels of the Spanish government. Most notably, in 1887, the Queen Regent 

agreed to serve as the patron for a chapel to be built in Havana devoted to the Virgin 

of Montserrat, the religious focal point of Catalan identity. In return, the organizing 

committee offered her the “unconditional fidelity of the Catalans” in Cuba and swore 

that they would raise high the “historic traditions of noble Castile.” There was “no 

danger” that these Catalans or their descendents would ever disrespect the “glorious 

flag” of Spain.5  

At the time, this pledge seemed plausible given the central roles Catalans 

played in colonial Cuba. Catalans served the colonial system as bureaucrats and 

soldiers, but their chief contributions were demographic and economic. The opening 

of the Cuban market to Catalan producers in the late eighteenth century soon 

translated into strong ties between the two regions. In the first half of the nineteenth 

 
4 Ernesto Chávez Alvarez, La Beneficencia Catalana de la Habana: La Sociedad Primada de América, 
unpublished m.s., Havana, 1998, p.1. 
5 José Gener to Queen Regent, Havana, 15 March 1887, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, caja 
8802/53. 
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century, Catalunya sent a substantial component of Spanish migration to the ever-

faithful isle: 19.7 percent.6  One rough estimate calculates that there may have been 

15,000 Catalans living in Cuba in 1845.7 Of course, total civilian immigration to 

Cuba from Spain during this time was still at low levels. In 1854, for example, only 

five thousand Spaniards migrated to Cuba.8 Still, the ratio of Catalans to other 

Spaniards represented almost double their percentage (10.7 percent) in Spain’s 

population at the time.9  

These nineteenth-century Catalan immigrants enjoyed the highest status 

among peninsular immigrants.10 In large part, this status stemmed from their 

dominance of key economic sectors.  Santiago officially registered 1,582 Catalan 

merchants between 1833 and 1865, compared to 1,859 individuals from other parts of 

Spain. This ratio was lower in Havana – 373 Catalans to 946 Spaniards – but still 

represented nearly twice their percentage of the total immigrant population. 11 

Catalans also fostered the growth of industries like tobacco, rum, and shipping. Jaume 

Partagás i Rabell, for example, made a fortune at mid-century by introducing 

 
6 Jordi Maluquer de Motes, “L’emigració catalana a América durant la primera meitat del segle xix: 
Una valoració global” in Comissió América i Catalunya, Actes de les Terceres Jornades d’Estudis 
Catalano-Americans (Barcelona: Generalitat de Catalunya, 1990), pp. 165. 
7 Manuel R.  Moreno y Fraginals, “Inmigració, lleves I guerres colonials: El Cas Cubá, 1834-1878” in 
Commissió América I Catalunya, Actes ,  p. 27.  
8 Joan Casanovas, Bread, or Bullets! Urban Labor and Spanish Colonialism in Cuba, 1850-1898 
(Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh University Press, 1998), p. 53. 
9 César Yáñez Gallardo, La emigración española a América: Siglos xix y xx  (Columbres, Asturias: 
Fundación Archivo de Indianos, 1994), p. 250. 
10 Joan Casanovas, Bread, or Bullets!, p. 54. 
11 Maluquer de Motes, “L’emigració catalana a América durant la primera meitat del segle xix,” p. 
166. 
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fundamental innovations in the production, manufacturing, and marketing of quality 

cigars.12  

Perhaps the single greatest Catalan backer of Spanish control over Cuba was 

shipping magnate Antonio López y López. This entrepreneur made his first fortune 

smuggling contraband slaves into Cuba to supply labor for the booming sugar 

economy. After mid-century, he switched to loaning money to the cash-strapped 

Spanish state and received important transportation contracts in turn. Between 1862 

and 1882, his company carried 227,174 Spanish soldiers to Cuba during the Ten 

Years’ War and to Morocco. In 1878, López received the noble title “Marqués of 

Comillas” for his war-time labor from the grateful Spanish crown. López balanced 

this lucrative patriotic service with an interest in Catalan nationalism, albeit only in its 

early cultural expression prior to developing into a full- fledged political movement. 

In the same year as his ennoblement, López financed the publication of Jacint 

Verdaguer’s poem “L’Atlántida,” a foundational text for modern Catalan national 

identity. 13  

Although few Catalan individuals in Cuba achieved as much as Partagás and 

López, the community as a whole possessed impressive resources and an unusually 

early commitment to a regional identity. Most Spanish regional societies in Cuba only 

 
12 Doria González, “Jaume Partagás i Rabell: La carrera espectacular d’un tabaquer” in Museu 
Marítim, Catalunya i Ultramar: Poder i negoci a les colónies espanyoles 1750-1914  (Barcelona: 
Consorci de les Drassanes de Barcelona, 1995), pp. 107-120. 
13Martín Rodrigo, “Iniciativa empresarial i negoci colonial: El primer marqués de Comillas” in 
Catalunya i Ultrama r, pp.137-138; Daniele Conversi, The Basques, the Catalans, and Spain, p. 15. 
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began in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 14  In contrast, Catalans in Havana 

founded the island’s first Hispanic-origin secular society in 1840. This charitable 

organization -- the Sociedad de Beneficencia de Naturales de Cataluña -- became the 

dean of Spanish regional societies in Cuba and consistently remained one of the 

wealthiest, a status it retained up through the 1920s.15 The construction of a shrine to 

the Virgin of Montserrat in Matanzas starting in 1872 and efforts to launch a similar 

project in Havana after 1877 also represented vital colonial-era expressions of 

Catalan regional sentiment.16 

After the end of the Spanish empire in 1898, the Sociedad de Beneficencia 

had a hard time shaking off all vestiges of its colonial heritage, much to the dismay of 

many Catalan residents. The Sociedad de Beneficencia was the only colonial-era 

Catalan regional or charitable society to survive the upheavals of the Independence 

War.17 Its slow pace of reform and conservative leadership made many Catalan 

residents decide they wanted different institutions devoted to more militant 

expressions of Catalan identity. 18 In a sign of things to come, Cuban president-elect 

Tomás Estrada Palma paid a visit to the newly formed Círculo Catalan in Santiago in 

May of 1902, unaware that it was a hot-bed of Catalan separatism. In order to avoid 

angering Spanish community leaders and diplomats, Estrada Palma beat a hasty 

 
14 See chapter one. On the peninsula, interest in regional languages, cultures and histories also became 
a significant intellectual and political force in the late nineteenth century.  
15 Ernesto Chávez Alvarez, La beneficencia catalana, p. 72. 
16 For the Matanzas shrine see Ernesto Chávez Alvarez, La fiesta catalana: Presencia hispánica en la 
cultura cubana (Havana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1989). 
17 Chávez, La beneficencia catalana, p. 12. 
18 Chávez, p. 11. 
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retreat when the members started singing the Catalan nationalist hymn Els 

Segadors.19  

The most important new Catalan entities took shape between 1905 and 1912 

in Havana and Santiago. The Centre Catalá in Havana began in 1905 as a modest 

regional society dedicated to culture, sports, and health care.  On August 6, 1911, its 

governing board proclaimed a more ambitious agenda in a formal declaration of 

principles whose first article asserted (in Catalan): “This organization is to be 

considered the social and spiritual extension of Catalunya on Cuban soil.” The 

declaration also allied the Centre  firmly with the cause of full autonomy for 

Catalunya, a position given frequent voice in the organization’s publication, the Nova 

Catalunya.20 This magazine became the principal voice for Catalan nationalists in 

Cuba. Although based in Havana, its staff and contributors wrote about Catalan 

events, activities, and issues in communities across the island. 

Catalans in Santiago proved even more radical than those in Havana. 

Santiago’s Catalans organized the Grop Nacionalista Radical ‘Catalunya’ in 1907 as a 

vehicle for fervent Catalan nationalism. By 1912, it had absorbed the main Catalan 

organization in Santiago, the Centro Catalán, which had been established in 1900 as a 

mutual aid society and social center.21 This fusion gave Catalan nationalists access to 

significant resources, since the Centro Catalan was one of the largest and wealthiest 

 
19 Consul General Torroja to Foreign Minister, Havana, 14 May 1902,  MAE, H1907, Correspondencia 
del Consulado de la Habana, 1902-1903. 
20 Josep Conangla i Fontanilles, La Constitució de L’Havana i altres escrits  (Barcelona: Edicions de la 
Magrana, 1988), p. 152.  Edited and commented on by Joaquim Roy. 
21 Communication of author with local historian Ana Ortega, Santiago, February 1999. 
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private associations in Santiago. In 1907, it had 500 full members and a budget of 

10,000 pesos. This was more than the city’s major Spanish institution, the Centro de 

la Colonia Española de Santiago, which had only 300 members and a budget of 5,000 

pesos, and compared favorably with the city’s most elite Cuban organization, the 

Club San Carlos, which had 300 members and a budget of 18,000 pesos.22  

Catalan nationalism in Santiago received its earliest media expression through 

the monthly newspaper Fora Grillons! Periodich Nacionalista Catalá. This translates 

as “Off with the Shackles!– A Catalan Nationalist Newspaper.”23 The titular 

“shackles” referred to Spanish state repression of Catalan aspirations past and present. 

Its first issue appeared on October 10, 1906, a date deliberately chosen for its Cuban 

resonance.24 October 10 marked the anniversary of the Grito de Yara that began the 

Ten Years’ War in 1868. This selection of dates expressed the newspaper’s desire for 

a similar independence struggle for Catalunya.25 Fora Grillons sought to defend the 

“ideal of our people, even if that means espousing the cause of the absolute and total 

independence of Catalunya.”26 The newspaper had a limited print run of 600 copies, 

but it enjoyed support at the highest levels of Catalan society in Santiago.27  One of 

its chief editors in 1907 was Agustín Ferrer, president of the Centro Catalan and a 

 
22 APS, Fondo GP, materia publicaciones, leg. 1903, exp. 23. 
23 Other separatist newspapers like Nació Catalana (1921) would join it later.  Gregorio José Cabrera 
Déniz, Un cápitulo en la historia del archipiélago 1875-1931 (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria: Ediciones 
del Cabildo Insular de Gran Canaria, 1996), p. 229. 
24 The year 1906 was also significant because of unrest in Catalunya over an unpopular law, the Law of 
Jurisdictions. Catalan reactions to this law are detailed later in the chapter. 
25 The use of Cuban anniversaries by Catalan separatists is examined in more depth later in this 
chapter. 
26 ¡Fora Grillons!, Santiago, Oct. 1906, p. 1. Original in Catalan. 
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wealthy merchant.28 By 1912, Catalan nationalists had gained a powerful 

institutional representation in both Santiago and Havana and were soon joined by 

similar organizations in Guantánamo and Camagüey. 29 

New immigrants helped fuel this radicalization, even though fewer Catalans 

came to Cuba in the twentieth century.  These newcomers had an impact beyond what 

their numbers might suggest because of the environment from which they came. 

Their percentage of immigration from Spain dropped considerably from their early 

nineteenth century high of 19.7 percent.  In 1899, they made up only 6.3 percent of 

the total, because the growth of industrialization in Catalunya had absorbed most 

surplus labor. By 1932, this number had declined further to about 5 percent, 

considerably less than their percentage of Spain’s overall population which rema ined 

at about 11 percent. 30 Well over half of these post-war Catalan immigrants were 

unmarried young men who came from an increasingly radicalized milieu where 

workers and many local elites clashed repeatedly with the central government in 

Madrid. Perhaps testifying to their disenchantment with the Spanish government, no 

more than one-fifth of these Catalan immigrants in Havana registered with the 

 
27 Chargé d’Affairs Andrés López to Foreign Minister, Havana, 7 Aug. 1907, MAE, H1430, 1907 
packet. 
28 M. Sobrado, interim Secretary of State (of Cuba), to Governor of  Oriente, Havana, 27 July 1907, 
APS, Fondo GP, materia publicaciones, leg. 1904, exp.17. 
29 The Bloc Nacionalista Radical became active in Guantánamo in 1911 and Germanor Catalá in 
Camagüey around 1915. 
30 Maluquer de Motes, “L’emigració catalana a América,” p. 165; Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La 
población española en Cuba, 1880-1953” in Consuelo Naranjo Orovio (ed.), La perla de las Antillas 
(Madrid: Doce Calles, 1994). p. 133; and César Yáñez Gallardo, La emigración española a América, p. 
250. 
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Spanish consulate, compared to a compliance rate of about one-third for immigrants 

from other regions.31  

Events in Barcelona and Catalunya in general after 1897 inspired the rise of 

Catalanist mobilization in opposition to the Spanish state. Spain’s central government 

ordered the occupation of Catalunya after a minor incident in 1897 when a Catalanist 

organization, Unió Catalá, had expressed its autonomist leanings by sending a letter 

of sympathy to the king of Greece regarding the plight of Cretans under Turkish 

oppression. The Conservative administration in power until October of 1897 disliked 

this local interference in foreign policy, and reacted by shutting down Catalan 

newspapers, closing Catalan associations, and arresting Catalan leaders. In 1898, 

massive protests in Catalunya over the loss of Cuba, until then recipient of 60 percent 

of the region’s exports, heightened tensions. As a result, the military occupation of 

Catalunya lasted until 1901.32 Conservative and Liberal leaders demonstrated a 

similarly repressive stance towards Catalans as they alternated in power in Madrid 

between 1897 and 1901.33 

This repression, foretaste of more crackdowns to come in the ensuing decades, 

helped make Catalan nationalism a popular political cause, where before it had been 

largely an elite cultural phenomenon. In one of the biggest outpourings of Catalanist 

sentiment, 200,000 demonstrators gathered in Barcelona in May of 1906 to protest the 

 
31 José Luis Luzón Benedicto, “Catalans a Cuba: Una análisi a través del llibre registre del consolat 
espanyol de l’Havana” in Comissió América i Catalunya, Actes de les Terceres Jornades d’Estudis 
Catalano-Americans, pp. 153 and 159. 
32 Daniele Conversi, The Basques, the Catalans, and Spain, pp. 21, 25. 
33 Raymond Carr, Spain 1808-1975 (New York: Oxford University Press, second edition,  
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new Law of Jurisdictions, passed because of an incident involving the Catalan 

satirical magazine ¡Cu-Cut!. This law made insults to the Spanish army and national 

symbols punishable by military tribunals. Angry Catalans responded by creating a 

broad-based political coalition – Solidaritat Catalana – that carried 41 of Catalunya’s 

44 deputies to the national Cortes in the 1907 elections. Waves of strikes and 

anarchist violence, the Tragic Week Riots of 1909 (protesting the call-up of 

Barcelona reservists to fight in Morocco), and persistent political efforts to gain 

Catalan autonomy triggered many episodes of government repression in the following 

decades.  

 Josep Conangla i Fontanilles reacted to Catalunya’s problems by becoming 

one of the principal Catalan separatist leaders in Cuba. Conangla was born in 1875 in 

a small town in the province of Tarragona to a middle-class family.  He had attended 

two years of law school at the University of Barcelona when the outbreak of the 

Cuban Independence War in 1895 cut short his education. He was drafted into the 

Regimiento de Infantería España 46 and sent to Cuba. This represented an unusual 

fate for someone of his background, but apparently he lacked the funds to buy himself 

out of military service as was customary.  His status did at least cause him to be 

assigned to desk work, protecting him from the war’s worst aspects. Even so, the 

experience made Conangla critical of Spanish hyper-patriotism and governmental 

incompetence. Repatriated to Barcelona in 1898, he sought work as a writer and took 

an active part in the literary movement of Modernisme. This expression of Catalan 

 
ce, p.. 
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cultural nationalism rejected the Restoration system whose flaws had been so 

painfully revealed by the 1898 debacle when Spain lost Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the 

Philippines. In 1905, Conangla i Fontanilles decided to emigrate to Cuba for 

economic reasons and because “of my growing opposition to the sinister institutions 

that misgovern this land.”34 

Once back in Cuba, Josep Conangla became one of the island’s leading 

Catalan nationalists. As president of the Centre Catalá, he pushed the organization to 

adopt the 1911 declaration of principles mentioned previously and founded Nova 

Catalunya. He was also the leader of the Club Separatista no. 1 in Havana.35 In 

addition, in 1928, Conangla played a major role in organizing a high-profile, 

international Catalan separatist conference in Havana. This event brought over the 

arch-separatist leader Francesc Maciá from his Paris exile and helped lay the 

groundwork for the creation of the semi-autonomous Generalitat of Catalunya in 

1931 under the Second Republic. 

 Cuban-born Catalans contributed to the shift towards more militant 

expressions of Catalan identity as well. One prominent example of this trend was 

Juan F. Borrell. A Spanish diplomat’s dossier on him indicated that Borrell had been 

born in Cuba to a “Spanish father” from Catalunya. Borrell attended medical school 

at the University of Barcelona and then returned to Cuba where he became the first 

 
34 Joaquim Roy, “Esbozo biográfico,” introduction to Josep Conangla, Memorias de mi juventud en 
Cuba: Un soldado del ejército español en la guerra separatista 1895-1898 (Barcelona: Ediciones 
Península, 1998) pp. 13, 19, 34. 
35 Chávez, La beneficencia catalana,  p. 126. 
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director of Fora Grillons!. 36  As historian Xosé Nuñez Seixas points out, leaders 

like Borrell and Conangla often played a key role in determining whether their 

immigrant community would adopt mild regionalist positions involving support for 

regional culture and development or choose a hard- line nationalist orientation. In 

Cuba, conservative Galician leaders guided their community towards the former 

while radical Catalan activists led their community towards a dominant separatist 

position. 37 

More broadly, the coming of age of Cuban-born Catalans from the island’s 

post-1898 baby boom accelerated the “Catalanization” of even the most conservative 

Catalan organizations, a process which led these entities to make greater use of the 

Catalan language, holidays, and nationalist symbols. Reaching maturity after World 

War I, this new generation had grown up hearing about famous atrocities committed 

by the Spanish government in their ancestral homeland. The rhetoric of national self-

determination espoused by U.S. President Wilson during World War I also found a 

ready audience among Catalans in Cuba.38  Most importantly, the repression of 

Catalan culture and leadership in Spain after 1923 by dictator Primo de Rivera 

created strong sympathy for and interest in Catalan separatism. 39 

 Shaped by these influences, young Cuban-born Catalans began exercising 

increasing influence even within organizations like the Sociedad de Beneficencia 

 
36 Chargé d’Affairs to Foreign Minister, Havana, 7 Aug. 1907, MAE, H1430, 1907 packet. 
37 Xose M. Nuñez Seixas, “Inmigración y galleguismo en Cuba (1879-1936),” Revista de Indias, 1993, 
vol. LIII, no. 197, p. 55. 
38 Nova Catalunya , Nov. 1918, p. 24. 
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which needed their membership because of waning immigration during the Cuban 

economic crises of the 1920s and the aging of long-time residents. In a momentous 

decision in 1922, the Sociedad de Beneficencia’s board agreed to let Cuban-born sons 

of Catalans become full members eligible for leadership positions. The following year 

the society’s board voted unanimously to make Catalan its official language and 

changed the organization’s name to the “Beneficencia Catalana” in recognition of “its 

essentially Catalan character.”40 

Old guard versus new guard tensions over what Catalan identity should mean 

often divided the Catalan community, especially in the period between 1910 and 

1923. The struggle between the Sociedad de Beneficencia leadership and the Centre 

Catalá proved particularly divisive as they cla shed over a host of issues including 

citizenship, language use, promotion of Catalan culture, and support for an 

autonomous Catalunya. The fact that the majority of the directors and members of the 

Centre were also members of the Beneficencia made power struggles with the latter 

organization’s “archaic” leadership unavoidable.41  Starting in 1912, some 

conservative members of the Beneficencia tried to expel Conangla,  Dr. Murillo 

Mombrú (another major force behind the Nova Catalunya), and other similar figures, 

ostensibly for having adopted Cuban citizenship. The old guard claimed that this 

 
39 Conversi, p. 36; Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, p. 62. Despite its focus on Canary 
Islanders, this book provides extensive comparisons with other regional identities in Cuba. 
40 Chávez, La beneficencia catalana, pp. 50, 51, 58. 
41 Chávez, p. 24. 
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change in legal status made these members traitors to Catalunya and therefore not 

Catalan. 42 

The Centre counter-attacked fiercely. In 1912, the Centre’s president 

published an open letter to the Beneficencia’s president in Nova Catalunya protesting 

“that as long as the Sociedad has these archaic and shameful proceedings, it will not 

increase its membership; today’s Catalans breathe the air of liberty and democracy.” 

The Centre’s spokesmen further claimed that the Beneficencia’s leaders suffered “a 

shameful lack of Catalanism,” typified by the Sociedad’s 75th anniversary celebration 

which lacked tributes to Catalan language and culture. The Centre persuaded other 

groups around the island like the Grop Nacionalista and the Blok Cathalonia to join it 

in protesting the Sociedad’s “archaic postures.” 43 

There were some conciliatory gestures amidst the antagonism.  In 1914 a 

more moderate Beneficencia president helped smooth over relations temporarily. He 

successfully encouraged his board to publish the organization’s annual report in 

Catalan, a gesture which earned a positive response from Catalan nationalists. 

However, this change proved short-lived because it awoke resistance within the 

society from members who lacked knowledge of Catalan. As a result, the Sociedad 

returned to Castilian Spanish as its primary language from 1915 until 1923, reigniting 

controversy within the Catalan community. 

 
42 Chávez, pp. 43-45. Other Spanish regional societies had problems with this issue as well but it rarely 
resulted in actual expulsion attempts as it  did in the Beneficencia. See chapter one. 
43 Chávez, pp. 32, 41, 42. 
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 Certain individual efforts to bridge differences proved more successful. In 

particular, some canny businessmen like the banker Narcís Gelats managed to 

maintain ties with all sides. Gelats was a pillar of the Sociedad de Beneficencia going 

back to 1868 and was also a prominent supporter of many patriotic Spanish 

organizations and projects (including the Caney monument to Vara de Rey). Yet, in 

1915 he gave the Centre Catalá stocks worth 500 Spanish gold pesos.44 Given the 

financial benefits his bank received from his various institutional ties, Gelats’ gesture 

may have indicated a careful hedging of bets, but was well received anyway. 45 In 

short, bridging the old and new guard was possible but tensions remained high until 

the early 1920s. 

Ultimately, Catalan nationalist orientations prevailed in the struggles over 

what it meant to be Catalan because of the kind of strong leadership mentioned earlier 

but also because of their broad appeal. Interest was not limited to just a few elites, as 

was the case with Canary Islander separatists.46 In fact, pressure by the broader base 

in some Catalan organizations pushed wavering leaders towards the more radical 

stances. In 1915, the president of Germanon Catalana in Camaguey privately agreed 

with a Spanish diplomat that his organization should fly the Spanish flag alongside its 

Catalan and Cuban flags. The president noted his personal belief that “Outside of 

Spain, I am a Spaniard; inside of Spain, I am a Catalan.” However, the majority of the 

 
44 Centre Catalá , Memoria 1915, p. 21 
45 In 1912, the Sociedad de Beneficencia deposited all its social capital in the Banco N. Gelats y Cía. 
Chávez, p. 70. 
46 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, pp. 273-274. 
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Germanon’s members rejected their president’s view of loyalty to Spain while living 

abroad and voted to deny the diplomat’s flag request.47 Of course, this “majority” 

probably did not represent the humblest segment of the Catalan community, but 

rather reflected the views of shopkeepers, professionals, and artisans.48 Still, 

significant numbers of Catalans clearly preferred the militant expression of Catalan 

identity articulated by writers like Conangla. 

Not all individuals with ties to Catalunya manifested interest in Catalan 

identity however defined. In 1910, Nova Catalunya sadly noted that many Catalans in 

Havana had joined other Spanish regional societies because these offered better 

health care facilities.  However, the Centre’s leaders believed this kind of indifference 

based on pragmatism could be overcome by building a larger clinic and educating 

Catalan residents through brochures, publications, and special events.49   

Anarchism’s internationalist ideology of class struggle represented a greater 

potential threat to the growth of a broad-based Catalan nationalist movement in Cuba. 

According to a U.S. diplomatic report, Havana had significant concentrations of 

anarchists from Catalunya in such trades as iron working, masonry, book-selling, and 

well-digging.50 If these individuals followed anarchist ideology faithfully, then they 

would not have been impressed by Catalan nationalist rhetoric. The island’s anarchist 

 
47 Pres. Hermenegildo of “Germanon Catalana” to Minister plenipotentiary Mariategui, Camagüey, 25 
June 1915, MAE,  H2352 1913/1920, 1914-1915 packet. 
48 Finding direct correlations between class and adhesion to Catalan nationalism in Cuba would require 
further research and will prove very difficult in the absence of board minutes and detailed membership 
records.  Most of the debates in this chapter reflect disagreements between elements within the Catalan 
community who possessed significant property holdings or advanced educational credentials  
49Nova Catalunya, 10 March 1910, p. 1. 
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press made it clear that nationalist causes and symbols were meaningless or even 

destructive for workers who needed to see that “Your family is the human family! 

Your patria is the universal patria!”51  

In 1909, Rebelión sharply criticized Nova Catalunya as a bourgeois tool for 

publishing an article defending Catholicism. 52 However, this direct criticism of a 

Catalan organization was unusual in Cuba’s working-class press. 53 This forbearance 

may have arisen because at least three important leaders in the anarchist press in Cuba 

-- Adrián del Valle, Rafael Cusidó and Pedro Soteras -- were from Catalunya.54 

Beyond personal ties, anarchists and Catalan nationalists found a certain amount of 

ideological common ground, despite anarchist disapproval of any nationalism. In 

particular, both groups opposed Spain’s wars in Morocco.55 The Nova Catalunya 

maintained a hard-line stance against these wars based on the mistreatment of Catalan 

reservists and sympathy for Morocco’s anti-colonial struggle, a view echoed by other 

Catalans around the island.56 This position clashed with the strong support for the 

 
50 U.S. Minister Jackson to Secretary of State Knox, Havana, 13 July  1911, USDS  837.108/2.  
51 ¡Rebelión! – Seminario Anarquista , Regla (Havana), 5 Aug. 1909, p. 1. 
52 ¡Rebelión!, 4 March 1909, p. 2. 
53 Observation is based on a sampling of nine working-class newspapers in Havana and Santiago 
between 1899 and 1915. 
54 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, “La inmigración española y el movimiento obrero cubano, 1900-1925,” 
Arbor (Madrid), numbers 547-548 (1991),  p. 223. 
55 Spain engaged in a series of conflicts with Berber tribesmen in Morocco between 1909 and 1925. 
David S. Woolman, Rebels in the Rif: Abd El Krim and the Rif Rebellion  (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1968). 
56 Nova Catalunya , July 1909, p. 2; July 1913; Oct. 1922, p. 22; and Feb. 1925, p. 13. Letter from 
Manuel, Emili, and Manuel [last names illegible] to Josep Conangla i Fontanilles, Guantánamo, 11 
Aug. 1909, Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana in Havana, Correspondencia, leg. 18, no. 239. 
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wars evident in most major Spanish community newspapers and institutions.57 

However, it fit well with positions taken by the anarchist press like Rebelión which 

urged Spanish workers to “Avoid the war [in Morocco]! Workers have no patria!”58 

Catalan nationalists agreed with the first part of the statement, if not the second. 

Overall, there existed sufficient common ground between Catalan and anarchist 

newspapers that they rarely lashed out at each other the way anarchist and Spanish 

community newspapers did.59 

A relative dearth of criticism is not the same thing as active support. It is 

unclear whether or to what extent Catalan anarchists and nationalists in Cuba made 

common cause. It seems likely that many workers from Catalunya followed general 

anarchist or syndicalist exhortations to focus on class-based issues rather than the 

cultural and political ones which so engrossed the major Catalan institutions in Cuba. 

Even so, economic hard times may have altered some individual calculations. 

Workers who could establish their Catalan credentials received preferential access to 

money from organizations like the Beneficencia for repatriation and other forms of 

charity. 60 Moreover, given the multivalent and fluid nature of identity, it is entirely 

 
57 For example, the Diario de la Marina and Diario Español competed vigorously to see which 
newspaper could provide the most extensive and positive coverage of the Moroccan conflicts. 
Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro (Havana: Imp. avisador comercial, 1911), p. 85. 
58 ¡Rebelión!, 5 Aug. 1909, p. 1. 
59 The Diario de la Marina, Unión Española, and Diario Español  exchanged numerous attacks with 
anarchist publications. See ¡Rebelión!, 21 Jan. 1909, p. 4; La Batalla – Periódico Anarquista , Havana, 
13 April 1910, p. 2; and  El Dependiente – Periódico Sindicalista , Havana, 11 Aug. 1915, p. 2. 
60 Letter from Sociedad Beneficencia de Naturales de Catalunya to Sociedad Asturiana de 
Beneficencia, Havana, 6 Oct. 1921, Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana, Correspondencia, legajo 4, no. 
143. 
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possible that some workers with ties to Catalunya held nationalist and anarchist 

views simultaneously. 

Gender represented a different kind of limiting factor in terms of promoting 

the broadest expression of Catalan ideals in Cuba. Male predominance in immigration 

and  institutional life curtailed the public involvement of women in Catalan 

organizations. Men with ties to Catalunya preferred Catalan wives when available, 

but the skewed sex ratio of immigrants – roughly 4.5 men to one woman in the 

twentieth century -- made preservation of Catalan culture through endogamy difficult. 

61  More importantly,  Catalan organizations, like most Spanish regional societies, did 

not admit women as full members until the 1930s or even later. The Sociedad de 

Beneficencia briefly considered doing so in 1922, but the measure did not actually 

pass until 1941.  The other important Catalan organizations followed similar 

trajectories, despite their claims to represent more progressive views. No major 

female figures were publicly associated with the promotion of radical or conservative 

Catalan identity in Cuba. Admittedly, it seems likely that in the private sphere women 

with ties to Catalunya filled a variety of important social roles. However, the Catalan 

community lacked prominent spokeswomen for regional pride whereas other groups 

like Galicians and Asturians had at least a few highly visible female figures such as 

 
61 José Luis Luzón Benedicto, “Catalans a Cuba,” p. 159. In terms of marriage preference, eleven out 
of seventeen Catalan men in one Santiago naturalization registry married women from Catalunya (9) or 
whose fathers were (2), but the majority of these men were sailors whose mobility gave them wider 
marriage choices. APS, Libros de Ciudadanía, Tomos 1 and 2, 1902-06. 
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Mercedes Vieito Bouza, editor of the Eco de Galicia, and Eva Canel, journalist and 

honorary president of the Coaña Society (an Asturian club). 

Religion provided one of the few places for women with ties to Catalunya 

through origin, descent, or marriage to play a public part in community life. Many 

women signed the signature album for Havana’s Virgin of Montserrat shrine at its 

inauguration in 1921 and many also took part in raising funds for the shrine’s 

ornaments.62 The most prominent of these women, Sra. Enriqueta García de Balcells, 

served as the ceremony’s official co-sponsor. However, as the “de Balcells” (of 

Balcells) indicates, she was present primarily as an adjunct of her husband, José 

Balcells y Bosch, president of the Sociedad de Beneficencia. Catalan community life 

in Cuba represented a predominantly male sphere. 

Nationalism emerged as the major feature of Catalan institutional life under 

the Cuban republic, despite initial opposition by conservative Catalans. By 1923, 

these conservatives had largely acceded to the demands of more radical newcomers to 

adopt Catalan language and culture. Some of the Beneficencia’s conservative leaders 

did continue to fight a rearguard action against participation in overtly separatist 

events throughout the 1920s but with limited results.63  Events in Spain and 

generational change had made the nationalist argument more persuasive for the 

majority of Catalan entities in Cuba. In 1922, when the Federació de Entitats 

Nacionalistes Catalans met in Santiago, it drew participation from all but two of the 

 
62 Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana, Album de Firmas de la Ermita de Montserrat. Begun 24 July 1921. 
63 Chávez, p. 66. 
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island’s major Catalan groups.64 By 1924, backing for hard- line expressions of 

Catalan separatism had reached such levels that Catalans in Cuba gave large sums of 

money to Francesc Maciá and his Estat Catalá organization in Paris to continue their 

efforts to “liberate” Catalunya, by force if need be.65 This anti-Spanish militancy 

represented a dramatic shift from nineteenth-century Catalan fidelity. 

 

Religion, Nationalism, and Regionalism 

 The Catholic Church did not possess the same ideological and institutional 

power in post-war Cuba that it had in Spain, but celebration of regional saints and 

virgins did represent an important feature of Spanish community life. Spanish elites 

usually managed to link loyalties for particular regional religious icons such as the 

Virgin of Covadonga for Asturians, Saint James for Galicians, and the Virgin of 

Montserrat for Catalans to an overarching Spanish national identity. In particular, 

Spanish community leaders successfully appropriated the Virgin of Montserrat for 

displays of national unity.  

The Catholic Church held less power in post-war Cuba than in Spain. Church 

leaders were put on the defensive by their support for the Spanish side in the Cuban 

 
64 The two exceptions were the Sociedad de Beneficencia and the Havana magazine Foment Catalá, 
formed in 1920 as an organ for the conservative Catalan position. Nova Catalunya, Oct. 1922, p. 8. 
65 In 1923 Maciá led an actual armed expedition to this end. Although detained before it reached 
France’s border with Spain, the attempt made Maciá a hero to most separatists. Catalans in Santiago 
and Havana donated 400,000 French francs out of the total of 920,000 francs that Maciá raised in the 
Americas. Conversi, p. 37; Joaquim Roy, “Introducció” to Josep Conangla i Fontanilles, La 
Constitució de L’Havana i altres escrits   (Barcelona: Edicions de la Magrana, 1988), preface p. 25. 
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Independence War.66 In addition, their need for U.S. protection of Church property 

made the hierarchy acquiesce to the separation of Church and State imposed by U.S. 

officials during the first occupation. 67 Within the Spanish community, the growth of 

secular mutual aid societies provided key social services, rendering the Church less 

important. José Moya notes that in Buenos Aires “the Church for Spaniards did not 

embody Old World nationalist redemption, did not sustain a sense of separate ethnic 

identity in the host society, and did not supply a significant source of earthly 

succor.”68 Similar factors held true for Cuba as well, especially Moya’s last point 

about not providing much “earthly succor.” 

Many Spanish residents rejected the Church or showed only a superficial 

commitment to it. Working-class newspapers consistently promoted anti-clerical 

messages.69 More prosperous Spanish residents also revealed their distance from 

Church interests by organizing a march and an album with 41,859 signatures in honor 

of Spain’s Liberal prime minister José Canalejas after his assassination in 1912.70 

Canalejas was disliked by both conservative Catholics and radical workers.71 Even 

the most outwardly pious Spanish elites revealed a degree of superficiality in their 

Catholic observance. The U.S. journalist Irene Wright worked closely with the staff 

 
66 See chapter one. 
67 Major General John R. Brooke, Civ il Report 1899, vol. I (Havana: 1899), p. 14; Colegio de Belén, 
Album conmemorativo del quincuagesimo aniversario (Havana: Imp. Avisador Comercial, 1904), p. 
138; Salvador Larrúa Guedes, Grandes fíguras y sucesos de la Iglesia cubana (Santo Domingo: Centro 
de Estudios Sociales P. Juan Montalvo, 1996), pp. 184, 191. 
68 José C. Moya, Cousins and Strangers: Spanish Immigration in Buenos Aires, 1850-1930 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998), p. 287. 
69 Rebelión, 11 Feb. 1909, p. 2; El Dependiente, 31 March 1912, p. 2. 
70 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 131. 
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of the Diario de la Marina, and observed in 1910 that they “talk as though they were 

the sole zealous support of the Mother Church in the Americas; yet I never discovered 

that any of them attended mass.”72 

Although the Church as an institution held a relatively weak hold on the 

Spanish community, Catholic regional icons played important cultural roles for 

Spanish residents.  Most notably, celebrations of key regional objects of devotion 

helped cement ties between Spanish societies, especially at the leadership level. The 

Apostle Saint James provided an especially logical linkage in this regard, since he 

“represented an Iberian glory, a Spanish glory, and, above all, a glory for Galicia.”73  

The cult of Saint James in Spain was centered on Santiago de Compostela in 

Galicia but he also served as the general patron of Spain. This dual role made Saint 

James an important focus for Spanish unity in Cuba, and the feast day of Saint James 

on July 25 inspired a variety of Spanish community events. For example, in 1901 the 

Centro Gallego invited its members and representatives of other Spanish societies to a 

special July 25 mass.74 In 1905, the Centro de la Colonia Española in Camagüey used 

the feast day for the ceremonial unveiling of its new portrait of Alfonso XIII.75  In 

1912, an assembly of Spanish societies met in Sagua la Grande to create a Federation 

of Spanish Societies. One of the measures proposed to unify the island’s Spanish 

community was to have the Spanish regional societies adopt “the day of the Apostle 

 
71 Tierra, 30 Nov. 1912, p. 2. 
72 Irene Wright, Cuba (New York: Macmillan, 1910), p. 143. 
73 Diario de la Marina, 26 July 1901, p. 2. 
74 Diario de la Marina, 26 July 1901, p. 2. 
75 Diario de la Marina, 29 July 1905, p. 5. 
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Saint James as a national holiday.”76 The popularity of the feast day of Saint James 

also cut across class lines, at least to some degree. One anarchist newspaper grumbled 

about the participation of “deluded” workers in July 25 festivities organized by 

Spanish societies.77 

The Virgin of Covadonga played a similar unifying role to Saint James, if to a 

lesser extent. She was venerated by Asturians and other Spaniards as the spirit that 

led Don Pelayo to begin the Christian reconquest of Spain. Her feast day, September 

8, served primarily for expressions of pride in Asturian heritage. Yet, Covadonga 

became sufficiently synonymous with conservative Spanish identity that one 

anarchist newspaper lumped together all Catholic, patriotic Spanish elites as 

“covadongos.”78 

 Key Covadonga moments brought Spanish community leaders together. This 

unity was especially evident at a ceremony organized by the Centro Asturiano on 

September 9, 1923, to place the first stone for the society’s new social palace. This 

event was held one day after September 8 in order to take place on a Sunday to permit 

the largest possible gathering. The stone itself came from Covadonga and had been 

specially blessed at the sacred site before being sent to Havana by the Covadonga city 

council. All of the major Spanish society leaders were in attendance for the re-

 
76 Casino Español de Matanzas, Memoria 1912 (Matanzas: 1912), p. 8. 
77 Tierra, 3 Aug. 1912, p. 2. 
78 Rebelión, 24 Oct. 1909, p. 4. This association probably arose in large part because Nicolás Rivero, 
director of the Diario de la Marina , was very proud of his Asturian heritage. 
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blessing of the stone in Havana and other events such as the singing of a hymn to the 

Virgin of Covadonga by the Orfeón Asturiano.79 

One of the most surprising intersections of Spanish national and regional 

identities centered on the Virgin of Montserrat. This Catalan regional virgin did not 

have the same Spanish national resonance as Saint James or the Virgin of Covadonga, 

but still gave rise to important displays of Spanish solidarity at the Virgin of 

Montserrat chapels in Matanzas and Havana. The Diario de la Marina observed in 

1907 that this virgin “after having representing a region is today emblem of the 

patria.”80 This conversion began in the late colonial period when authorities switched 

the virgin’s day from September 12 to December 8, because the latter was also the 

feast day of the immaculate conception of Mary, celebrated as the patroness of Spain 

and the Indies.81  

The consolidation of Spanish regional societies in Matanzas into one Casino 

Español in 1899 continued the conversion of a Catalan virgin into a symbol of 

Spanish national unity. 82 This organization took over the shrine and the feast day 

procession which remained December 8. Its annual event typically involved a 

procession featuring the ancient (purple) flag of Castile followed by ten standards 

representing different Spanish regions.83 The incorporation of a Cuban flag and the 

Cuban patroness, the Virgin of Cobre, in 1910 expanded the festival’s meaning into 

 
79 Raimundo García, El libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana, 1886-1927 (Havana: Imp. P. 
Fernandez y Ca., 1927), pp. 352-354. 
80 Diario de la Marina, 5 Dec. 1907, p. 3. 
81 Ernesto Chávez Alvarez, La Fiesta Catalana, p. 29. 
82 For the formation of one principal Spanish society in Matanzas in 1899, see chapter one. 
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one of general Hispanic unity. 84 The rise of Cuban nationalism and anti-Spanish 

agitation by Cuban workers and veterans in 1910 probably influenced the organizers’ 

decision in this regard.  

The Montserrat chapel in Havana also served as a focal point for Spanish 

community unity. Land had been set aside for it in the colonial period and Catalan 

merchants funded a monumental arch for the property in 1888. However, the project 

then languished until 1910 when the leaders of the Sociedad de Beneficencia, which 

owned the property, resumed raising funds for the chapel. They hoped the project 

would unify the badly divided Catalan community.85 However, disputes over its 

design and related land development plans delayed the chapel’s inauguration until 

1921.86 The inauguration ceremony itself was a triumph of general Spanish 

community unity. The event coincided with the feast day of Saint James, featured 

standards from all of the major Spanish societies, and attracted over 2000 attendees, 

including leaders of all the principal Spanish institutions.87 

Some Catalan nationalists disliked these inclusive Virgin of Montserrat 

activities in Havana and Matanzas. The Nova Catalunya complained that the July 

1921 inauguration relegated Catalans to second place, and that too much Spanish had 

been spoken at the event.88 In April 1922, the magazine gleefully noted that a gust of 

wind had blown the Spanish flag off the Montserrat shrine in Havana: “Praised be to 

 
83 Diario de la Marina, 14 Dec. 1910, afternoon edition, p. 5. 
84 Ibid. and Chávez, Fiesta Catalana, p. 62. 
85 Diario de la Marina, 11 Aug. 1910, p. 7. 
86 Ernesto Chávez, La beneficencia catalana de la Habana, p. 22. 
87 Diario de la Marina, 26 July 1921, afternoon edition, p. 8. 
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Sant Jordi  and the Cuban breeze.”89  Sant Jordi (Saint George) was a popular saint 

in Catalunya whose feast day occurred in April.90 Clearly, he was watching out for 

true Catalans. As for the Montserrat shrine in Matanzas, Ernesto Chávez notes that 

the pronounced Spanish character of the annual procession contributed to a 

progressive fall-off in its popularity among Catalans and Cubans by the 1920s.91  

Catalan nationalists did not succeed in keeping their Virgin of Montserrat as a 

purely Catalan symbol. Spanish society leaders used her shrines and feast day to 

promote expressions of broader Spanish community unity. Several other Spanish 

regional religious icons served a similar function as well, especially among Spanish 

elites. Regional religious icons proved more divisive within the community as 

inspirations for anti-clerical sentiments rather than separatist desires. 

 

A Catalan-Cuban View of History 

 A strategic use of history played a key role in defining and legitimizing the 

new Catalan identity in Cuba after 1898. As John R. Gillis notes, “National memory 

is shared by people who have never seen or heard of one another, yet who regard 

themselves as having a common history. They are bound together as much by 

 
88 Nova Catalunya , July 1921, p. 57. 
89 Nova Catalunya , April 1922, p. 53. The feast day of Sant Jordi is celebrated in April. 
90 Sant Jordi was identified with Catalan identity to such an extent that Catalan nationalist groups in 
Cuba incorporated his dragon-slaying motif into their propaganda. See for example, Centre Catalá, 
Memoria 1915 (Havana: 1915), cover. 
91 Chávez, Fiesta Catalana, p. 54. 
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forgetting as by remembering.”92 In trying to assert themselves as a distinct 

nationality, Catalans in Cuba chose to “forget” the prominent participation of 

Catalans in the colonial system. Instead, they “remembered” Spanish crimes against 

Catalans and Cubans alike to provide a roadmap for Catalan aspirations. If Catalans 

and Cubans shared a similar past, then perhaps Catalunya and its supporters abroad 

might foment a similar progression to independence in the future. Catalans would 

follow Cuba’s path to independence. To this end, Catalan nationalists developed an 

alternative view of history expressed most vividly and persistently through an array of 

annual events commemorating key moments in Catalan and Cuban history.  The 

emphasis of these anniversaries on Spanish tyranny and Catalan-Cuban insurgence 

contradicted the commemorative efforts of the mainstream Spanish community 

leaders in Cuba. 

 September 11 represented the day chosen by Catalan nationalists in Cuba to 

celebrate their common historic origins. The date commemorated the taking of 

Barcelona in 1714 by the Bourbon troops of Felipe V after a heroic year- long defense 

led by Rafael Casanova. The defeat resulted in the suppression of many of 

Catalunya’s traditional rights and local institutions.  Later Catalan nationalists in 

Catalunya and in Cuba would invoke these losses as their birthright and use the 

memory of defeat as a spur for action. 

 
92 John R. Gillis,  “Memory and Identity: The History of a Relationship” in John R. Gillis (editor), 
Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 7. 



 

273 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Particular events in Cuba gave this anniversary added meaning and utility 

there. One of the first significant political uses of September 11 in Cuba occurred in 

1892 when a Havana newspaper, La Honorata, dedicated a special September 11 

issue to the memory of the Barcelona defenders of “Catalan liberty.”93 The 

publication seized on this history to argue for a federal framework for Spain which 

would include both Catalunya and Cuba as distinct states. Published just three years 

before the outbreak of the Cuban Independence War, this tribute to September 11 

used the memory of 1714 to back a reformist (autonomista) position as an alternative 

to the outright fragmentation of empire. 

Post-1898 remembrances of September 11 served to solidify a Catalan 

national identity in Cuba. As the nationalist organizations took shape after 1906, they 

increasingly made use of September 11 as a key historical reference point for 

Catalans. In 1922, one moderate Catalan writer explained that the day’s significance 

stemmed from its ability to unite Catalans regardless of geographic location or 

political affiliation. According to this writer, José Aixalá, September 11 exalted “the 

nationalist passion chained for centuries, letting even the most divergent figures on 

the political spectrum come together.”94 September 11 became the major, purely 

 
93 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, p. 227.  The publication’s name “La Honorata” 
came from a famous Barcelona bell destroyed by the Bourbons after 1714 because of its role in 
rallying supporters of “sedition” during the siege. See Generalitat de Catalunya website, 
http://www.gencat.es/catalunya/diada3.htm. 
94 José Aixalá, “El 11 de Septiembre de 1714,” Diario de la Marina, 11 Sept. 1922,  p.3. Aixalá did not 
fully support the political aims of Catalan nationalists like Conangla, but was more comfortable with 
Catalan cultural aspirations than many of the conservative Catalans. 
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Catalan historical anniversary celebrated by the Centre Catalá, Grop Nacionalista, 

and other nationalist entities.95  

The influence of September 11 extended beyond just one day. Many Catalan 

associations paid homage to 1714 year round through works of art. The Grop Radical 

had scenes from 1714 painted in its new meeting hall inaugurated in 1915. Four years 

later the Blok Cathalonia in Guantánamo unveiled a small but ornate statue of Rafael 

Casanova, chief hero-martyr of 1714.96 In a different kind of salute, a 1921 film, “Els 

Catalans de l’Havana,” sought to capture the Catalan community’s essence. The 

movie selected buildings like the Centre Catalá and the Montserrat shrine, Catalan 

merchants, a variety of cultural activities, and the celebration of one historical 

anniversary: September 11.97 This date had become central to defining Catalan 

identity in Cuba after independence. 

Celebrations of September 11 also emphasized solidarity between Catalans 

and Cubans, a linkage with clear political implications. As fellow victims of Spanish 

oppression, Catalans might follow Cuba’s path to independence. The Centre’s formal 

invitations to its 1924 commemoration made this connection explicit. The cover 

featured Catalan and Cuban flags, the Centre’s emblem, 11 September 1924, and the 

phrase (in Catalan) “Long live Catalan independence!” The back of the invitation 

offered quotations from Catalan nationalists like Prat de la Riba and Cuban patriots 

 
95 Grop Nacionalista Radical ‘Catalunya’, Butlleti, Santiago, 30 Nov. 1928, p.5. Nova Catalunya , 30 
Sept. 1910, p. 5;  Aug. 1922, p. 43. 
96 Nova Catalunya , Oct. 1919, p. 46. 
97 The film premiered on 12 Oct. 1921 at Teatro Maxim, Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana, leg. 18, no. 
239. 
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such as Tomás Estrada Palma. The Estrada Palma quotation was especially 

suggestive. It read, “Convinced that Cuba would never constitute a free people under 

Spanish domination, we accept the cruel necessity of a war for independence.”98 By 

putting “Cuba” in italics, the invitation indicated how easy it would be to insert 

“Catalunya” in its place.  Expressions of Catalan-Cuban solidarity through September 

11 made the past appear as prologue to the future, with Spanish oppression inevitably 

leading to insurgencies. 

This emphasis on shared victimhood was not linked to Catalan desires to 

avoid possible post-war reprisals by Cubans. Between 1898 and 1908, a few Catalans 

apparently did refrain from publicly displaying their regional pride, because they 

worried anti-Spanish elements might not make fine distinctions between 

peninsulares.99 September 11 commemorations did not, however, directly address 

these concerns. They only became a prominent feature of Catalan community life 

after 1910, rather than in the immediate wake of the war when potential reprisals 

were most feared. Expressing solidarity with Cubans owed more to Catalan 

nationalist agendas than to nervous tactical posturing. 

The nationalists did insist that Catalan residents had been exceptions to 

Spanish wartime mistreatment of Cubans, but this served primarily as another way to 

solidify Catalan-Cuban solidarity rather than to deflect blame. To underscore their 

 
98 Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana, leg. 18, no. 239. 
99 Diario de la Marina, 4 Sept. 1908, p. 4, afternoon edition. 
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separation from colonial-era crimes, Catalan nationalists in Cuba made November 

27 one of their other major anniversaries, even though it derived from Cuban history.  

Catalan nationalists in Cuba staked a claim to November 27 by appropriating 

Spanish army captain Federico Capdevila y Miñano as one of their principal heroes. 

During the Ten Years’ War, Capdevila had bravely defended a group of young creole 

medical students who stood accused of treason for supposedly desecrating the grave 

of an ultra-patriotic Spanish journalist.  Eight of the students were shot on  November 

27, 1871, making that date famous in Cuban history as a symbol of Spanish tyranny. 

Under the Cuban republic, the date became a national holiday, the only annual 

remembrance of Cuban civilians killed by Spanish forces.100  

Capdevila’s Barcelona birth and Catalan last name allowed Catalan 

nationalists to claim him as “their” hero.  That he apparently had considered himself a 

Spaniard did not matter, nor did Spanish community efforts to claim him as a 

redeemer of Spain’s national honor.101 Catalan nationalists stressed that Capdevila 

was a “living symbol of the Catalan conscience,” “a noble Catalan,” “the embodiment 

of Catalan racial virility,” and “the glory of Catalunya.” His nobility had nothing to 

do with Spain despite “the cheeky yearly efforts of españolistas, echoed in the Cuban 

 
100 Chapter seven covers the significance of November 27 for Cuban civil religion in greater depth. 
101 In his famous defense, Capdevila referred to his “obligation as a Spaniard.” His actual views on the 
subject were largely irrelevant to Catalan nationalists, since he died of disease in July of 1898 as a 
civilian evacuee from the siege of Santiago de Cuba. Federico Capdevila, defense oration, Carcel de la 
Habana, 26 Nov. 1871. Reprinted in Nova Catalunya, Nov. 1929, p. 3; Ramón Martínez Martínez, 
“Capdevila” in Biografias de personajes de Cuba injustamente olvidados, vol. 6 (Santiago de Cuba: 
Tip. Arroyo, 1938). Nicolás Rivero, Actualidades: 1903-1919 (Havana: Cultural, 1929), pp. 97-98; 
Diario de la Marina, 27 Nov. 1906, p. 5 
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press, to claim that Capdevila with his defense vindicated Spain in the eyes of 

History.”102  

Catalan nationalists promoted their connection to Capdevila through a wide 

array of activities. The Grop Nacionalista, Centre Catalá and other Catalan entities 

supported numerous Capdevila-related poems, speeches, wreath layings, statue 

dedications, articles, and anniversary celebrations.103 Some of these initiatives were 

organized by Catalan organizations; others involved participation in events sponsored 

by Cuban authorities.  

Catalan separatists used Capdevila to distance themselves from Spanish 

colonial transgressions. This idea appeared with particular clarity in Catalan coverage 

of a proposal in 1909 by a Santiago public high school to erect a bust of Capdevila in 

the city. The Nova Catalunya noted that this project would transmit the right kind of 

history to future generations by linking Capdevila’s individual exceptionalism to the 

broader redemption of Catalans in Cuba. Capdevila’s heroic defense had managed to 

“elevate him above that black page in the annals of the colonial institutions [i.e. 

November 27].” As a result, his memory served as “ineradicable proof of the eternal 

friendship and accord that have always existed between Cuba and Catalunya.”104  

 
102 Nova Catalunya : 10 April 1909, p. 6; 10 Dec. 1910, p. 4; Nov. 1922, pp. 37-38. 
103 This summary is based on November 27-related coverage in Nova Cataluyna  which devoted 
extensive space to Capdevila-related activities around the island as well as the Diario de la Marina 
which often noted, if somewhat tersely, the participation of Catalan groups in November 27 
commemorations. See, for example, the Diario de la Marina, 26 Nov. 1910, p. 2. 
104 Nova Catalunya , 10 April 1909, p. 6. 
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Santiago city officials backed the high school’s idea and inaugurated a 

modest Capdevila bust on May 29, 1910, near the church of San Francisco.105 Local 

Catalan nationalists soon used the new bust to promote their view of history. The 

Grop Nacionalista Radical ‘Catalunya’ organized a large November 27 celebration in 

Santiago in its honor. This event featured a march with the municipal band, a 

mounted police unit, Catalan and Cuban flags, and a host of local notables including 

Cuban politicians such as mayor Ambrós Grillo and former mayor Emilio Bacardí 

(both of Catalan ancestry). Before a crowd of 5000 people, the Grop’s speaker used 

Capdevila to further Catalan nationalism and Catalan-Cuban solidarity. His speech 

insisted that Capdevila and his bust showed Catalunya and Cuba “united by ties of 

blood and feelings of love, seeing themselves represented in that tragedy which put 

the Catalan race head-to-head with the race [i.e. Spaniards] that has always tried to 

subjugate it.” Through Capdevila, the Catalan race took “upon itself the defense of 

Cubans who just like the sons of Catalunya demanded their holy liberty.” He 

concluded by exclaiming in Catalan and then Spanish, “Long live Catalan liberty! 

Long live free Cuba!”106  

The Capdevila bust in Santiago presented key differences with the Vara de 

Rey monument initiative for El Caney that explain the bust’s successful completion. 

 
105 The choice of sites apparently reflected a mischievous desire by the project’s organizers such as 
Emilio Bacardí to taunt Church authorities since Capdevila was well-known for his anti-clerical views. 
Carlos Foment, Crónica de Santiago de Cuba: Continuacion de la obra de Emilio Bacardí - era 
republicano, tomo I (Santiago: Arroyo, 1955), pp. 359-60. 
106 Nova Catalunya , 10 Dec. 1910, pp. 4-7. 
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The Capdevila bust represented a much more modest, local, and Cuban effort.107 The 

bust’s site had no particular historical significance, and powerful local politicians had 

a personal desire to see it emplaced. Emilio Bacardí in particular had been a close 

friend of Capdevila.108 In contrast, the mayor of El Caney had a grievance against 

Vara de Rey for executing his mentally retarded brother.109 Catalans in Cuba got to 

enjoy the Santiago bust and other tributes to Capdevila, but in many respects Spanish 

residents achieved a more impressive accomplishment by coming as close as they did 

to getting their Vara de Rey monument in El Caney.  

Catalan nationalists enthusiastically celebrated the other major Cuban civic 

holidays as well – October 10 (Grito de Yara), December 7 (Maceo’s death), 

February 24 (Grito de Baire), and May 20 (independence).110 These holidays lacked 

such a direct Catalan connection as November 27, but still furthered many of the 

same ends. In particular, Catalan nationalist latched on to October 10 and May 20, 

because these two holidays commemorated the beginning and end points of a 

successful independence process, providing a useful model and spur for Catalan 

aspirations.  

Catalan nationalists found a variety of ways to harness the symbolism of 

October 10. The date celebrated a major Cuban civic holiday: the Grito de Yara -- the 

 
107 City officials entrusted the bust to a young Cuban sculptor, Rodolfo Hernández y Giró, rather than 
trying to get a more prestigious artist. Carlos Foment, Crónica de Santiago de Cuba, pp. 359-60. 
108 Frederic Capdevila to Emilio Bacardí, Santiago, 10 May 1897, Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, 
correspondencia, leg. 8, exp. 10. 
109 See chapter three. 
110 Most major Catalan groups and publications in Cuba celebrated and made use of the principal 
Cuban civic holidays. Specific examples are detailed below. 
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call-to-arms that began the Ten Years’ War in 1868. As a day dedicated to heroic 

beginnings, some Catalan nationalist entities found it auspicious to link their own 

inaugural festivities to it. The newspaper Fora Grillons!, Grop Radical Nacionalista 

‘Catalunya,’ and Nova Catalunya were all founded on October 10 -- in 1906, 1907, 

and 1908 respectively. 111 In its opening “Greeting to Cuba,” Fora Grillons! stressed 

the significance of the date chosen, explaining that Catalans were still awaiting their 

own glorious day when they too would rise up like Cubans had after the Grito de 

Yara.112 Despite its heading, this particular message was intended primarily for a 

Catalan audience, since it was written in Catalan. When seeking to engage a broader 

public of Catalans and Cubans, Catalan-language periodicals would often switch to 

Castilian Spanish. For example, the Nova Catalunya wrote its 1910 Grito de Yara 

special edition in Castilian Spanish for maximum outreach and solidarity. 113 Other 

kinds of events like a Grito de Yara ball at the Centre Catalá in 1910 found different 

ways to be inclusive. Altogether, Catalan nationalists organized an array of their own 

Grito de Yara-related publications and events and actively participated in activities 

sponsored by Cuban authorities. In this fashion, Catalan nationalists adapted the 

island’s insurgent tradition to show their present solidarity with Cuban patriots and 

future hopes for Catalunya. 

May 20 commemorative activities served much the same ends as October 10. 

As the day celebrating Cuban independence, May 20 provided an equally auspicious 

 
111 Fora Grillons, Oct. 1906, pp. 1-2; Nova Catalunya, 10 Oct. 1908 and 30 Oct. 1910. 
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occasion for new beginnings. To this end, the Blok Nacionalista Cathalonia in 

Guantánamo formally opened its social center on May 20 in 1911. As part of the 

ceremony, the Blok invited the town’s mayor to raise the Catalan flag above the 

building where it joined with the Cuban flag (but not the Spanish flag – much to the 

dismay of local Spanish residents and the Spanish vice-consul).114 Other Catalan uses 

of May 20 stressed the dual message of Catalan goals and Catalan-Cuban solidarity. 

In 1909 the Centre Catalá in Havana held an event honoring the great Catalan poet 

Guimerá on May 20. This act conveyed “a double concept, since it remembers the 

glorious resurgence of Catalan solidarity and Cuba’s joyous arrival at independent 

life.”115 This and similar appropriations of Cuba’s insurgent past provided a focal 

point for Catalan identity and aspirations. 

Through their celebrations of September 11 and various Cuban civic holidays, 

Catalan nationalists argued that Catalans and Cubans shared a history of suffering and 

heroic opposition to Spanish tyranny. In this historical interpretation, Catalans had 

little to do with Spain’s attempts to crush Cuban independence. Instead, their 

champion Capdevila had leapt bravely to the defense of unjustly treated Cuban 

independence sympathizers. This conception of history glossed over the fact that 

Catalunya and many Catalan immigrants to Cuba had been among the late empire’s 

greatest beneficiaries.  

 
112Fora Grillons, Oct. 1906, p. 2. 
113 Nova Catalunya , 10 Oct. 1910. 
114 Nova Catalunya , 31 Oct. 1913, p. 84 
115 Nova Catalunya , 20 April 1909, p. 12. 
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When Catalan leaders did note Catalan involvement in the colonial past, they 

typically stressed only the positive acts. Carlos Martí’s book, Los catalanes en 

América: Cuba, proved the most successful exponent of this approach. 116 Published in 

1920 to wide acclaim, this work highlighted Catalan contributions to the formation of 

Cuban society during the colonial period.117 A Catalan built Cuba’s first sugar mill 

(trapiche), and other Catalans founded important schools, choirs, churches, learned 

societies, periodicals, and theaters across the island. Even in the administrative realm, 

Catalans showed their superiority. In 1796, the Catalan Captain General Juan 

Bassecourt sponsored important public works and “did not make Havana’s 

inhabitants weep.” 118 Catalan publications like this one conveyed the message that, 

whatever representatives of other Spanish regions may have done to Cuba in the 

colonial period, Catalans had benefited the island and would continue to do so. 

 

Consequences and Limits of the Catalan Alternative 

 The emphasis placed on victims and oppressors by Catalan nationalists in 

Cuba undercut Spanish community interpretations of the past. Catalan propaganda 

refused to bury the ugliest aspects of the colonial wars such as the nearly 100,000 

Cuban civilians who died because Captain General Weyler forced them into fortified 

 
116 Carlos Martí was a prominent member of the Catalan community who wrote for Vida Catalana  and 
worked for the Cuban government as an immigration expert. In 1908, Nova Catalunya ranked him as 
one of the top five Catalan journalists active in Cuba. Nova Catalunya, 10 Oct. 1908, p. 6. 
117 Although written primarily to foster Catalan pride, the book also received warm reviews from 
Spanish community newspapers which saw it as beneficial for the Spanish community’s image in 
general. Diario de la Marina , 27 April 1921, p. 3. 
118 Carlos Martí, Los catalanes en América: Cuba (Barcelona: 1920), pp. 69, 261-265. 
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camps with inadequate food and sanitation as part of his effort to deny Cuban rebels 

rural support. To the contrary, Catalans seized on the darkest colonial episodes to 

draw parallels with Catalunya’s troubles between 1898 and 1931. This linkage of 

Cuban and Catalan suffering served as a way to attack the Spanish government while 

promoting solidarity with Cuban patriots. This assault on the Spanish state extended 

to Spanish community institutions in Cuba that paid tribute to Spain’s national 

symbols and tried to place a more glamorous spin on the colonial era. Some of the 

harshest public opposition to Spanish commemorative  initiatives in Cuba came from 

these Catalan sources.  Publications such as Nova Catalunya mocked Spanish efforts 

to reshape history and also gave media space and political cover to Cuban critics. To 

a considerable degree, however, conservative Spanish community leaders managed to 

use their superior media and commercial resources to blunt the impact of the Catalan 

alternative. 

Catalan nationalists insisted that they were free of the colonial taint unlike the 

Spanish community’s major institutions and leaders. In 1910 the Nova Catalunya 

noted that its “lack of colonial antecedents” gave it much closer ties to Cuba than the 

“great heralds of Spanish centralism” like the Centro Asturiano, Casino Español, and 

Diario de la Marina that did have colonial-era roots. These institutions often betrayed 

a “rabid hispanism” that abetted the Spanish government’s efforts to preserve a 

degree of “tutelage” over her ex-colonies.119 Prominent advocates of Spanish patriotic 

 
119 Nova Catalunya , 10 Dec. 1910. 
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projects like Nicolás Rivero, Tiburcio Castañeda, and Eva Canel also received 

criticism as beneficiaries of the colonial order who failed to adapt to the republic.120  

Catalan nationalists recognized that Cuba did have a number of “good” 

Spaniards. These were the individuals who had not been “involved in the militias nor 

the custom houses, and who had not gotten rich on the sufferings of the hapless troops 

sent off to the manigua to die.”121 Many long-time Spanish residents did not meet this 

standard. Of course, neither did some prominent Catalan leaders like Carlos Martí, 

but the Catalan nationalist view still insisted that Catalans were untainted by the 

colonial experience.122 

Catalan nationalists did not shy away from the memory of Weyler and his 

devastating reconcentration policies. Most Spanish community institutions and 

leaders went to great lengths to counter or suppress allusions to the memory of the 

island’s most hated Captain General. 123 Catalans, however, did not face the same 

imperative, because Weyler’s career included repressive acts with regards to 

Catalunya as well.124 In May of 1920, the Vida Catalunya in Havana noted this shared 

experience in an article on Weyler entitled “The Corrupt Beast,” published to criticize 

 
120 Nova Catalunya : Feb. 1916, p. 20; May 1921, p. 29; Sept. 1921, pp. 21-22; and May 1928, p. 4. 
121 Antonio Iraizoz, La Noche, Havana, 12 Feb. 1920. Reprinted in Nova Catalunya, Jan.-Feb. issue 
1920, pp. 12-14. Editorial comments indicated that Nova Catalunya agreed completely with the author. 
122 Carlos Martí apparently served as a wartime propagandist for the Spanish side. See Nova 
Catalunya, June 1915, p. 169; July 1915, p. 64. 
123 See chapter three. 
124 For example, as Captain General of Barcelona in 1893, Weyler repressed working-class radicals in 
retaliation for an anarchist attack on the previous Captain General. In 1905, as Spain’s Minister of War 
he refused to punish the officers who trashed the offices of the satirical Catalan magazine ¡Cu-Cut!. 
Weyler remained one of the Spanish military’s most prominent and influential figures until his death in 
1930. Carolyn P. Boyd, La política pretoriana en el reinado de Alfonso XIII (Madrid: Alianza 
Universidad, 1990), p. 34;  Raymond Carr, Spain, 1808-1975, p. 561. 
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Weyler’s return to the Captain Generalship of Barcelona.  The piece sarcastically 

referred to him as the “idol (?) of Cubans and ourselves,” making it clear that the 

magazine considered him the bane of the two peoples. 125  

 In addition to attacking the Spanish government, radical Catalans used 

Weyler’s reputation to tar conservative Spanish residents as false friends of Cuba. In 

September of 1920, the Nova Catalunya expressed shock that Spanish community 

leaders in Havana had apparently paid tribute to Weyler while simultaneously 

“singing hymns of love for Cuba.” It is highly unlikely that such an event actually 

took place given how circumspect Spanish elites tended to be on the subject of 

Weyler. Instead, Catalan nationalists were reacting to the specific aggravations of 

Weyler’s appointment as Captain General of Barcelona in May, his receipt of the 

noble title “Duke of Rubí” in July, and the month-long visit to Havana, from July to 

August, of the Spanish warship Alfonso XIII.126 Catalan nationalists bitterly opposed 

the lavish Spanish community festivities organized for the cruiser’s stay. 127  Many 

Catalans saw the ship as a symbol of Spain’s repressive and retrograde monarchy and 

deeply resented the Catalan “traitors” in the conservative Foment Catalá who gave 

250 pesos for the festivities.128 Accusing ship visit organizers such as the “renegade 

 
125 Vida Catalunya , Havana, May 1920, p. 52. The question mark appears in the original which was 
written in Catalan. 
126 Diario de la Marina, 9 July 1920, p. 1 and  11Aug. 1920, p. 1. 
127 The leaders of the principal Spanish societies in Havana came together to form a “festivities 
committee” under the auspices of the Casino Español to plan visit-related events and raise money for 
them. Diario de la Marina, 18 June, 1920, p. 1. 
128Vida Catalunya, July 1920, p. 51; Nova Catalunya , July 1920, pp. 18-20.  
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Catalan” Narciso Maciá, president of the Casino Español, of being Weyler 

sympathizers represented a form of revenge.129 

 Catalan nationalists accused conservative Spanish elites of hypocrisy and 

dissembling. These Catalans insisted that Spanish community leaders tried to 

maintain the impossible combination of being “sweet lovers of Cuba and at the same 

time admirers of the Reconcentration man.”130 Nova Catalunya and Vida Catalunya 

used Weyler’s memory to discredit a range of Spanish community patriotic activities 

such as welcoming festivities for Spanish war ships, homages to King Alfonso XIII, 

and Columbus Day celebrations.131 In this way, Catalan nationalists encouraged 

Cubans to remember the crimes of the colonial past.132 These Catalan reminders stood 

in sharp contrast to the major Spanish community institutions which sought to ignore 

or downplay such unhappy legacies.133 

The disdain Catalan nationalists expressed for Spanish patriotic displays 

extended to monuments in Cuba to the Spanish war dead of 1898. Even General Vara 

de Rey’s Balearic origins and preference for Catalan officers like his second- in-

 
129 Catalans in Santiago claimed, somewhat hollowly, that their real revenge was to keep the cruiser 
away from Santiago by threatening disturbances. However, Santiago municipal records and Spanish 
diplomatic correspondence suggest more prosaic budgetary and logistical concerns prevented the 
vessel from visiting Santiago as well. Nova Catalunya, Aug. 1920, p. 50; mayor of Santiago to 
president of the city council, 15 July 1920, in Santiago city council, Actas , 1920; message from 
Ministro plenipotentiary Mariategui in Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 23 Aug 
1920, p. 296, APS, Fondo colonia española, leg. 5. 
130 Nova Catalunya , Sept. 1920, p. 31. 
131 Vida Catalunya , July 1920, p. 51; Nova Catalunya, Nov. 1927, p. 9. 
132 Nova Catalunya , May 1929, pp. 2-3. 
133 See chapters two and three. 
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command at El Caney, Col. Puñet, did not sway the radical Catalan elements.134  His 

death in defense of Spanish “tyranny” rendered him an unpalatable hero in their eyes.  

Some conservative Catalans supported monuments to Vara de Rey, but the more 

radical elements refused to, at times quite vehemently.  

Criticism by omission represented one anti-Vara de Rey tactic. On  February 

28, 1909, the Nou Centre Catalá of Santiago organized an expedition to El Caney and 

El Viso in honor of Enrique Borrá who was a visiting actor from Catalunya. The 

Nova Catalunya printed a photo of the trip with the curious caption, “the historic Fort 

El Viso of Caney reconquered by the forces of Santiago’s Catalan community.” The 

article did not explain precisely who the Catalans were seizing it from. Conceivably, 

the caption could have referred to the United States which had emplaced the site’s 

first monument in 1906. More probably, it represented a sly reference to efforts by 

Spanish residents to erect a monument to Vara de Rey in El Caney, an initiative that 

reached its peak right at the time of the Catalans’ “reconquest.”  In all, the magazine 

dedicated three articles to Borrás and his Santiago visit.  All three avoided any 

reference to Vara de Rey and the Caney monument, despite the extensive coverage 

given them by the Spanish community press in this period. Instead, the Nova 

Catalunya stressed Borrá’s support for efforts to build a monument to Francisco Pi y 

Margall in Barcelona.135 In essence, this coverage suggested Pi y Margall as an 

 
134A Cuban newspaper noted the Catalan connection of Col. Puñet in 1908, but Catalan nationalist 
publications never did. El Comercio, Havana, 26 Feb. 1908.  
135 Nova Catalunya : 4 Feb. 1909 special Pi y Margall issue; 28 Feb. 1909, pp. 5-7; and 30 March 1909, 
p. 7. 
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alternative to Vara de Rey with Pi y Margall proving more deserving of a 

monument, because he had been one of the few prominent nineteenth-century Spanish 

politicians to support Cuban autonomy. As a Federal Republican, Pi y Margall 

defended autonomy for all regions.136 Vara de Rey, on the other hand, had fallen 

defending Spanish colonialism.  

Later Catalan responses proved more overtly hostile to Vara de Rey 

commemorations, perhaps reflecting the growing strength of the radical Catalan 

factions. In 1922, the Nova Catalunya denounced Spanish community efforts to 

restore Vara de Rey’s fort which it considered as having been “one of the last 

bulwarks of Spanish tyranny in Cuba.” The magazine viewed the Foment Catalá’s 

donation of money to this cause as evidence of the conservative Catalan publication’s 

“treachery” to Catalunya. Good Catalans would give their money to worthy causes 

like the “Ecoles Catalanes” (Catalan schools) instead of helping prop up a symbol of 

“Spanish tyranny.”137  

Catalan publications also provided useful platforms for Cuban critics of Vara 

de Rey monuments and other Spanish patriotic projects.  In 1920, the Vida Catalunya 

printed an article by Cuban writer Juan Manuel Planas (author of El corriente del 

Golfo) which attacked the Spanish community’s various monument initiatives. As a 

Cuban patriot, Planas disparaged these monuments which “for fourteen years [i.e. 

since 1906] have been daily offered to us to consolidate friendships and bury 

 
136 Carr, p. 311. 
137 Nova Catalunya , March 1922. 



 

289 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
recollections.” Instead of Vara de Rey, Planas suggested a memorial to Ramón 

Pintó, a Catalan executed by the colonial government in 1855 for fomenting Cuban 

independence.138 The Nova Catalunya provided similar opportunities for Cuban 

critics of Spanish community war monuments, especially the Monument to the 

Spanish Soldier on San Juan Hill.139 

 By providing space to Cuban critics, Catalan nationalists bolstered their 

argument that they, rather than the conservative Spanish institutions, represented the 

republic’s true friends. In turn, publishing in Catalan journals protected these Cuban 

critics from accusations of xenophobia, a common charge levied against them by 

Spanish community leaders.140 These Cuban patriots also received media outlets 

unlikely to cave in to pressure from Spanish merchants. Ardent Cuban opponents of 

Spanish community patriotic events and practices like the Federación Médica, 

Representative Carlos Manuel de la Cruz, and writer Alberto Lamar Schweyer found 

expression for their views in the Nova Catalunya when denied access to many of the 

major Cuban and Spanish community newspapers.141 

The nature of the Catalan alternative and its criticism of Spanish patriotism 

angered Spanish community leaders, several of whom vented their displeasure 

through letters to the royal palace.  Eva Canel expressed her disgust about one 

 
138 Vida Catalunya , Oct. 1920, p. 10. 
139 See, for example, Carlos Manuel de la Cruz article in Nova Catalunya, April 1928, pp. 4-7. 
140 For example, Spanish mutual aid societies and community newspapers successfully put the Cuban 
Federación Médica on the defensive with accusations of xenophobia during a power struggle between 
Spanish community hospitals and Cuban doctors from 1927 to 1934. See chapter seven. 
141 Nova Catalunya : Nov. 1927, p. 9; March 1928, pp. 6-7, 17; April 1928, pp. 4-7; May 1928, p. 3; 
Sept. 1928, p. 3; June 1929, p. 5;  and July 1929, pp. 10-11. 
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Catalan nationalist publication in a 1923 letter to her friend the royal librarian. She 

exclaimed, “Here there is a “Veu de Catalunya” that burns in a bonfire of insults to 

Spain. How horrible!”142 Tiburcio Castañeda wrote the royal secretary in 1926 to 

warn the king about a dangerous “rag” called the Nova Catalunya.143 Captain Alfonso 

de los Reyes of the Spanish foreign legion complained to the palace in 1926 that the 

Centre Catalá had poisoned the atmosphere against Spain in Cuba.144 The sensitivities 

of ultra-patriotic Spanish residents like these was such that even the conservative 

Foment Catalá drew fire from one Spanish countess living in Cuba.145 

Spanish diplomats in Cuba shared these sentiments, but failed to get Cuban 

authorities to clamp down on Catalan separatists. In the most humiliating display of 

this impotence, a Cuban policeman refused a Spanish diplomat’s plea to force down 

the Centre Catalá’s separatist flag during a 1918 procession. Cuban onlookers jeered 

the diplomat’s futile efforts.146 Diplomatic appeals to local, provincial, and national 

authorities to curb Catalan separatist symbols and organizations received 

unsympathetic hearings. In 1911 the Spanish vice-consul in Guantánamo tried to get 

the mayor and then the provincial governor to stop the local Catalan nationalist 

society from flying the Catalan flag. Both Cuban officials noted that the Blok 

 
142Eva Canel to Conde de las Navas, Havana, 1 July 1923, Biblioteca Real, II-4055(caja)no. 15. 
143 Tiburcio Castañeda to royal secretary, marqués de Torres, Havana, 1 Jan. 1926, Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15396/1-2. Castañeda was a sufficiently important leader and his news alarming 
enough that he received a reply agreeing that the magazine “produced a disagreeable impression.” 
Most letters to the royal secretary did not receive such an extensive reply. 
144 Capt. Alfonso de los Reyes to royal secretary, Havana, 18 Jan. 1926, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso 
XIII, 15402/1. 
145 Condesa de los Rios to royal secretary, Havana, Oct. 1928, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 
15293/1-5. 
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Nacionalista had every right under Cuban law to fly its flag. 147 Repeated diplomatic 

demands to the Cuban State Department to close Fora Grillons! also came to 

naught.148  

Technically, it would have been illegal for Cuban authorities to intervene 

against Catalan separatists who were not after all breaking any Cuban laws.149 

However, Cuban officials found ways to involve themselves in the internal affairs of 

Spanish societies on other sensitive matters such as leadership and ideological 

disputes even though these matters were also not truly in the Cuban government’s 

purview. 150 In addition, Cuban leaders quietly dissuaded controversial Spanish figures 

such as the Marqués de Polavieja from landing in Cuba, but welcomed the visit of the 

Catalan firebrand Francesc Maciá in 1928.151 Cuban presidents from Tomás Estrada 

Palma to Gerardo Machado defended the right of Catalan groups in Cuba to use 

whatever symbols they deemed fit.152  

The enthusiastic Catalan nationalist embrace of Cuban patriotic anniversaries 

and symbols succeeded in giving many Cuban officials a favorable impression of 

Catalan views. As Cuban Secretary of State, Manuel Sanguily defended the right of 

the Bloc Cathalonia in Guantánamo to raise its Catalan flag and expressed his 

 
146 Nova Catalunya , Dec. 1921, pp. 18-19. 
147 APS, Fondo Sociedades, materia sociedades extranjeras, leg. 2565, exp. 5 [part 2]. 
148 M. Sobrado, interim Secretary of State for Cuba, to Governor of  Oriente, Havana, 27 July 1907, 
APS, Fondo GP, materia publicaciones, leg. 1904, exp. 17. 
149 Joaquin Roy, Catalunya a Cuba (Barcelona: Ed. Barcino, 1988), p. 51. 
150Town councilor Andrés Landrove López to Civil Governor of Oriente José R. Barceló, Bayamo, 15 
Jan. 1933, APS, Fondo GP, materia sociedades, leg. 2676, exp. 1; APS, Fondo sociedades, materia 
sociedades extranjeras, leg. 2567, exp. 2 and exp. 4. 
151 See chapter two regarding the Polavieja controversy. 
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sympathy with their separatist cause. In his view, this movement peacefully sought 

“the minimum of liberties that Cuba was forced to demand from the Spanish state 

through force.”153 Sanguily’s stance was not surprising given his often tense 

relationship with conservative Spanish institutions.154 However, even Cuban 

politicians who enjoyed excellent relations with the Spanish community such as 

Rafael Montoro and Alfredo Zayas accepted the activities of the Catalan nationalists 

with equanimity. 155  

In some instances, Cuban politicians even joined activities favored by Catalan 

radicals. Two politically influential Liberation Army generals, José Miró Argenter 

and Enrique Loynaz del Castillo, agreed to speak at a 1909 protest held in Havana to 

protest the execution in Barcelona of the education reformer Francisco Ferrer.156 Of 

Catalan descent himself, General Miró gave an impassioned speech in which he 

“desired that Alfonso XIII be hit by a dynamite-filled airplane.” Loynaz del Castillo 

spoke against the execution but distanced himself from the anti-Spanish remarks of 

the other speakers who inveighed against both the Spanish government and 

conservative Spanish institutions in Cuba such as the Diario de la Marina.157 Without 

necessarily being anti-Spanish, some Cuban leaders found it easy to be pro-Catalan. 

 
152 Roy, Catalunya a Cuba, p. 51. 
153 Roy, p. 51. 
154 See chapter one. 
155 Roy, pp. 51-52. 
156 The Spanish government accused Ferrer of being a leader in the Tragic Week riots and of being an 
active anarchist. Both charges were based on tenuous evidence. His execution triggered a wave of 
international protests by anti-clerical groups, especially in Latin Europe. Carr, p. 485. 
157 Rebelión, 24 Oct. 1909, p. 4. 
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Spanish community leaders in Havana used their own resources to make 

Catalan separatists adopt a less-confrontational tone. In 1911, Catalans in Havana 

organized a much quieter celebration of September 11 than their compatriots in 

Santiago. The Nova Catalunya rather cryptically explained that this circumspect 

behavior responded to “readily understandable reasons of discretion.”158 Even as the 

Centre Catalá grew in strength and confidence, it still demonstrated similar 

“discretion” at times. In 1920, the Vida Catalunya observed that the Centre Catalá 

flew a Catalan, a Cuban, and a Spanish flag from its balcony in honor of May 20 

celebrations.  Although the Centre claimed to represent the “vanguard of catalanism” 

in Cuba, it often proved less confrontational than  Catalan entities in Santiago, 

Guantánamo, and Camaguey which only used Catalan and Cuban flags. The Vida 

Catalunya sarcastically explained that this “strange” discrepancy arose from the 

Centre’s desire to avoid “compromising the particular interests of its members.”159 

These “interests” included investments in tobacco, pharmaceuticals, iron working, 

furniture, candy, and various forms of commerce, all sectors where major sponsors of 

Spanish patriotic projects were also active.160 Angering key sources of credit and 

political influence like Laureano Falla Gutiérrez and Narcís Gelats could have been 

bad for business. 

 Its relatively small size also limited the Centre Catalá’s activities. The Centre 

Catalá simply did not operate on the same scale as the Centro Asturiano, the most 

 
158 Nova Catalunya , 12 Sept. 1911, p. 12. 
159 Vida Catalunya , May 1920, pp. 52-53. 
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patriotic of the large Spanish regional societies.161 In 1915 the Centre Catalá had 471 

members and a small clinic that attended 59 patients. In the same year, the Centro 

Asturiano had a total of 37,281 members and processed 9,337 patients in its 

hospitals.162  

Spanish community media influence tended to marginalize Catalan 

separatists. Spanish organizations and elites owned stock in major newspapers and 

controlled lucrative advertising revenue.163 As a result, they could restrict voices 

perceived as unfavorable to Spanish interests. In this regard, Spanish residents in 

Guantánamo successfully censored radical Catalan views in the local newspaper, La 

Voz del Pueblo. In 1909, three Catalans complained bitterly in a private letter to Josep 

Conangla that the town’s “anti-Catalan españolistas” had filled the newspaper with 

commentary hostile to Catalan liberty. A group of young Catalans wrote a letter-to-

the-editor in response which the newspaper’s Cuban director initially accepted, but 

then refused to print after wealthy Spanish residents pressured him to reject it.164  

Spanish media influence proved most evident in Havana. In 1919, the Centre 

Catalá felt compelled to redress media silence about Catalunya’s problems by paying 

 
160 Chávez, p. 116. 
161 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, p. 227. The Club Madrileña insisted that it was the 
most loyal to Spain, but the Spanish ambassador felt that it was too small to warrant much official 
attention.  Ambassador to royal secretary, Havana, 15 July 1930, Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 
15310/1. 
162 Centre Catalá, Memoria 1915,  pp. 24-25; Raimundo García, El libro del Centro Asturiano: 1886-
1927,  p. 169. 
163 See chapter one. 
164 Manuel, Emili, and Manuel [last names illegible] to Josep Conangla, Guantánamo, 11 Aug. 1909, 
Archivo de la Sociedad Catalana, leg. 18. 
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for the printing and distribution of 10,000 brochures on the subject.165 In addition, 

some of the best-known Catalan journalists found the lure of better paychecks at large 

circulation Spanish community newspapers irresistible. In 1915, the Nova Catalunya 

expressed great bitterness towards Carlos Martí, a prominent immigration expert and 

writer, for accepting work at the Diario de la Marina.166  

Catalan nationalists tried to make up for their lesser demographic and 

institutional weight by reaching out to other regional separatist groups, especially 

Galicians and Canary Islanders. Yet, these efforts proved largely fruitless. In 1918, 

the Centre Catalá’s governing board wrote an open letter of appreciation to the Eco de 

Galicia to express their “pleasant surprise at the magazine’s recent campaign to 

awaken the nationalist spirit of Galicians in America.” The board hoped this might 

lead to the forging of “an Iberian confederation” of supporters of autonomous 

regions.167 As the “pleasant surprise” intimates, though, the Eco de Galicia was not 

truly a supporter of nationalist aspirations for Galicia. The magazine enjoyed 

influence among Galicians in Havana and its progressive political and social views 

often clashed with more conservative elements in the Centro Gallego. However, it 

never went beyond a strong regionalism.  Vocal Galician separatists did exist in 

Cuba, and received encouragement from the Centre Catalá through the loan of 

 
165 Centre Catalá, El problema de Catalunya (Havana: 1919).  
166 Nova Catalunya , June 1915, p. 37. 
167 Eco de Galicia, Havana, 24 Feb. 1918, p. 1. 
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facilities for meetings. However, they represented such a small minority of Galicians 

that they had little impact.168  

Catalan nationalists reached out to Canary Island separatists as well, but failed 

to build inter-regional solidarity to any significant degree.169 In part, this failure 

reflected the small number of Canary nationalists active in Cuba. More importantly, 

Canary views of nationalism conflicted with some key Catalan claims. In particular, 

Canary nationalists in Cuba downplayed the importance of the Catalans’ hero 

Capdevila in order to stress the historical significance of ‘their’ defender of the 1871 

student martyrs: Nicolás Estévanez, a Canary Islander. Canary nationalists also 

insisted that they, rather than the Catalans, enjoyed the greatest identification with 

and integration into Cuban society.  In sum, Canary and Galician separatists were the 

most important such groups after the Catalans in Cuba. However, their limited 

numbers and divergent viewpoints meant that neither Canary nor Gallego separatists 

provided much support for Catalan activism. 170 

Catalan nationalists developed a view of the island’s history that cast a 

negative light on Spanish community institutions and leaders and caused Catalan 

publications like the Nova Catalunya and Vida Catalunya to disparage Spanish 

monument initiatives and other patriotic projects. Some Spanish elites reacted angrily 

to what they perceived as treason. On the whole, however, there were limits to how 

 
168 Gregorio José Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba,  p. 216; Xosé Nuñez Seixas, “Inmigración y 
galleguismo en Cuba (1879-1936),” pp. 55, 62-63, 83. 
169 Nova Catalunya , 30 June 1910, p. 4. 
170 Cabrera Déniz, Canarios en Cuba, pp. 60, 64, 65, 167, 274-74. 
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much of an effect this Catalan opposition could have because of their lesser 

demographic presence. The accumulation of resources in organizations like the 

Centro Asturiano and Diario de la Marina meant that the patriotic views held by their 

directors carried more weight in Cuba than the Catalan alternative. This can be seen 

by Cuban contributions to Spanish monument projects with Cuban sites -- Cervantes, 

Spanish soldier, Casariego, El Viso restoration -- or sites in Spain -- Vara de Rey-

Ibiza, Vara de Rey-Caney/Madrid, Villaamil, etc. -- as well as Cuban enthusiasm for 

dual displays of Spanish and Cuban flags, and visits by Spanish warships.171 

 

Conclusion 

 Despite their 1887 pledge to the Queen Regent, Catalans and their 

descendants did end up disrespecting the “glorious flag” of Spain and slighting the 

“historic traditions of noble Castile.” After 1898, Catalan attacks on Spanish national 

symbols and heritage increased as separatists became the dominant presence within 

Catalan institutions in Santiago, Havana, Guantánamo, and Camagüey. They were the 

only separatists in Cuba to achieve this degree of salience within their particular 

community. The arrival of more radical immigrants from Catalunya, generational 

change, and reaction to events in Spain all contributed to this success. An additional 

key factor was the redefinition of Catalan identity based on a highly selective 

interpretation of the past. Radical Catalan leaders used celebrations of 1714 and 

Cuban civic holidays like November 27 to define and legitimize Catalan aspirations. 
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Publications, works of art, and special events promoted a history of Catalan and 

Cuban victims united against colonial Spanish oppressors and their latter-day 

representatives in the Spanish community.  

Many Spanish community leaders resented this alternative Catalan view of 

history, because it undercut their efforts to put a more positive spin on the colonial 

past. Catalans excoriated Weyler instead of relegating him to oblivion; they ignored 

or criticized Vara de Rey rather than immortalizing him; and they dared suggest that 

conservative Spanish residents were false friends of Cuba because of their colonial 

crimes and mentality.  

  Although irritating to patriotic Spanish sensibilities, the Catalan alternative 

had a limited impact in Havana outside the Catalan community. It is possible that 

Catalan anarchists helped promote protests in Havana in 1909 against the Barcelona 

execution of Francisco Ferrer and kept his memory alive through subsequent 

anniversary commemorations.172 In addition, Catalan anarchists may have heightened 

popular opposition to Spain’s war in Morocco. However, these issues angered other 

Spaniards and Cubans, and probably would have produced working-class protests 

regardless of Catalan participation. 173 In terms of middle and upper class disputes, the 

demographic weight, media influence, and economic resources of the main Spanish 

 
171 See chapters three and four. 
172 Rebelión, Cruces, 24 Oct. 1909, p. 4; Tierra, 13 Oct. 1910, p. 1 and 13 Oct. 1911, p. 1. 
173 An article about an anti-Ferrer execution protest held in Havana listed the names of the organizers 
and speakers, none of whom had evident Catalan surnames. In addition, the article mentioned the other 
Cuban towns that had produced protests – Matanzas, Santa Clara, Santiago de las Vegas, San Antonio 
de los Baños, Camagüey, Regla and Güira de Melena – none of which had large concentrations of 
Catalans. Rebelión, 24 Oct. 1909, p. 4. 
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institutions dwarfed those of the Centre Catalá.  That the Centre Catalá was still 

using the hated Spanish flag in 1920 suggests that patriotic Spanish community 

leaders held the upper hand in Havana. 

The situation in Santiago proved somewhat different. There Catalan 

nationalists had equal or greater resources than local patriotic Spanish groups. 

Moreover, the long pattern of concentration of Catalans in the region created closer 

relations with local elites like Emilio Bacardí who had Catalan ancestry. 174 It was no 

accident that Catalan separatists in Eastern Cuba were the most assertive.  In 1920, 

they even claimed to have prevented the visit of the Spanish warship Alfonso XIII by 

threatening massive protests.175 The cruiser received a warm welcome in Havana 

instead.  

Even in Santiago, however, Catalan influence had limits. Good Catalan 

connections with local politicians did not prevent the Santiago city council from 

offering city land for a Vara de Rey monument in 1909 and in approving the 

Monument to the Spanish Sold ier in the late 1920s. At this time, Catalan anti-Spanish 

sentiment was at its peak because of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship. As a result, 

Catalan nationalists in Santiago and Havana vehemently opposed the Monument to 

the Spanish Soldier, but they failed to keep it from being built on San Juan Hill. 

Indeed, local Cuban authorities bent over backwards to facilitate the project, because 

 
174 Cabrera Déniz, p. 59;  P. Embonelll y Puig, conciller en Cap, Grop Nacionalista Radical, to Elvira 
Cape (widow of Emilio Bacardí), Santiago, 29 Aug. 1922, APS, Fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 
15, exp. 52. 
175Nova Cataluyna, Aug. 1920, p. 50. 
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dictator Gerardo Machado took a personal interest in it at the behest of his wealthy, 

conservative Spanish friends like Laureano Falla Gutiérrez. 176 Power in the national 

capital trumped influence in Santiago.  

On balance, the Catalan alternative represented an obstacle for Spanish 

community projects in Cuba but not an insurmountable one. Without question, the 

alternative meshed more naturally with the island’s insurgent tradition than did many 

Spanish commemorative initiatives; Vara de Rey, after all, did die fighting against 

Cuban independence. For the most part, however, Spanish community leaders used 

their greater resources and the convenient threat posed by the United States to 

persuade most Cuban elites to overlook the criticisms levied by the Catalan 

alternative. As the next chapter shows, Spanish community leaders found U.S. 

anniversaries of the sinking of the Maine far more troubling, if potentially more 

useful, than any historical interpretation generated by Catalan nationalists. 

 

 
176Chargé d’Affairs Alvaro de Maldonado to Foreign Minister, Havana, 22 Nov. 1928., MAE, H2353, 
dispatch no. 258. 
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Chapter Six: “Dismember the Maine - Cubans and Spaniards Respond to U.S. 

Commemorations”   
 

 On January 20, 1899, an American civilian saw U.S. and Spanish soldiers 

swapping souvenirs as the latter prepared to leave Cuba. One Spanish soldier traded 

for a button that read, “Remember the Maine, to Hell with Spain!” The American 

observer noted that the Spaniard liked the look of the button but clearly did not 

realize what it said. Unsurprisingly, this oversight enraged the officers of the 

unwitting Spanish soldier.1  

Most insular and peninsular Spaniards resented U.S. and, to a lesser extent, 

Cuban tributes to the U.S.S. Maine, because these homages often insinuated that 

Spaniards were responsible, directly or through negligence, for the battleship’s 

explosion on February 15, 1898 in Havana. Protests by Spanish residents and the 

Spanish government proved so persistent that they had a profound impact on Maine-

related commemorations in Cuba between 1899 and 1928. The battleship’s post-war 

significance cannot be understood without factoring in this Spanish lobbying.  

The attention lavished on the battleship made it an inescapable irritant from 

the perspective of Spaniards, especially those who resided in Havana in 1898 and 

subsequently. The vessel became the principal symbol of the Spanish-American War 

for the U.S. public.2 Anger at its loss helped propel the United States into war with 

 
1 Edwin F. Atkins, Sixty Years in Cuba (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1926), p. 297. 
2 Currently, the most accepted term for the 1898 conflict between Spanish and U.S. and Cuban forces 
is the “Spanish-Cuban-American War.” When this chapter uses “Spanish-American War,” it is to 
emphasize the views Americans held, or were thought by Spaniards to hold, about the war during the 
period under study. 
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Spain in 1898.  In a typical reaction, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore 

Roosevelt exclaimed the day after the explosion, “The Maine was sunk by an act of 

dirty treachery on the part of the Spaniards.”3  

Even after the war, Americans in Havana and in the United States continued 

to remember the Maine with almost religious devotion through anniversary 

celebrations, monuments, memorial services, and displays of pieces and objects from 

the wreck. The vessel’s pennant, masts, anchor, shells, turret, powder holders, scrap 

metal, steering wheel, captain’s bath tub and other items found their way into 

monuments, cemeteries, museums, veterans’ halls, city halls, yacht clubs, and private 

holdings across the United States and Cuba.4 Even the water above the wreck served 

as a kind of relic for one veterans organization in Philadelphia.5  

Many prominent Spaniards reacted negatively to this commemorative 

onslaught. On February 16, 1912, an exasperated Diario de la Marina editorial urged 

Americans to stop remembering the Maine and let its dead rest in peace.6 In general, 

Spanish resistance to U.S. commemorative efforts in Cuba involving the Maine 

proved extensive and influential. Between 1898 and 1928, Spanish residents in 

 
3 Cited in Louis Pérez,  The War of 1898: The United States and Cuba in History and Historiography 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), p. 58. 
4 Emeterio S. Santovenia, Memorial Book of the Inauguration of the Maine Plaza at Havana (Havana: 
Secretaría de Obras Públicas, 1928), p. 133; James M. Mayo, War Memorials as Political Landscape: 
The American Experience and Beyond  (New York: Praeger, 1988), pp. 159-160; Tom Miller, 
“Remember the Maine,” Smithsonian Magazine, Feb. 1998, vol. 28, no. 11, pp. 52, 54; and Havana 
Post: 15 March 1911, p. 1; 7 Jan. 1912, p.3; 19 April 1912, p.1; and 29 June 1912, p. 1. 
5 In 1911, the United Spanish War Veterans in Philadelphia received 40 gallons of water taken from 
the wreck site to use to float a scale model of the Maine in their hall on the February 15 anniversary.  
Havana Post, 15 Jan. 1911, p.1. 
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Havana along with Spanish diplomats and other government officials actively 

challenged the ill- fated warship’s history and political significance. U.S. 

policymakers and American residents in Havana were forced to tailor some of their 

initiatives to address Spanish sensibilities.  

Perhaps the greatest impact Spanish sensitivity had was on Cuban politicians. 

American organizers frequently invited Cubans to participate in their commemorative 

activities in Cuba and the United States and encouraged the Cuban government to 

sponsor its own homages to the Maine, culminating in 1925 with the inauguration of 

a Cuban monument to the battleship in Havana.7 Americans sought Cuban 

involvement because it gave visible support to the U.S. belief that the vessel’s sailors 

had not died in vain; their sacrifice had forced the United States to intervene and 

grant duly grateful Cubans their independence. The Maine’s chaplain, Father 

Chidwick, stressed this link between U.S. sacrifice and Cuban gratitude to the Cuban 

members of his audience at a 1912 Havana ceremony honoring his dead crewmates. 

He noted, “Notwithstanding the admirable patriotism and indestructible valor with 

which you struggled for years for the blessed boon of freedom, the hour seemed dark 

 
6 Diario de la Marina, 16 Feb. 1912, afternoon edition, p.  1. The year 1912 produced particularly 
intense U.S. and Cuban commemorations of the Maine as the wreck was refloated and towed out to sea 
in March. 
7 Minister plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 31 Oct. 1915, MAE, H2352 
1913/1920, 1914-1915 packet.  President Gómez to President Taft, Havana, 6 Dec. 1910; Pres. Taft to 
Pres. Gómez, Washington D.C., 23 Dec. 1910. Taft Presidential Papers, series 6, reel 378, frame 296. 
Havana Post, 21 Feb. 1910, p. 1 and 15 Feb. 1915, p. 4. 



 

304 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
and ominous for your cause until the flame of sacrifice [i.e. the Maine]…burst forth 

into the gloom.”8  

Cuban leaders such as José Miguel Gómez, Mario Menocal, Alfredo Zayas, 

and Gerardo Machado tried to satisfy U.S. desires for active Cuban participation in 

tributes to the Maine. However, their initiatives in this regard usually incorporated 

elements that also placated Spanish community leaders who would have preferred to 

forget the battleship. In essence, Cuban politicians practiced a kind of triangulation on 

the subject of the Maine that responded to U.S. officials and influential Spanish elites 

while protecting their own credentials as Cuban patriots.  

The Maine’s twisted wreck endured as a tangible specter in the heart of 

Havana’s harbor for 14 years. The U.S. government removed the wreck in 1912, but 

the second-class battleship continued to provide a first-rate locus for debates about 

power and legitimacy between Americans, Cubans, and Spaniards. To examine these 

complex tri-national interactions, this chapter begins by briefly situating its approach 

within the literature on the Maine. The two core sections then examine American and 

Cuban uses of the Maine followed in each case by an assessment of the nature and 

impact of Spanish reactions to these initiatives. The chapter addresses the history and 

design of the Cuban government’s 1925 Maine memorial, the most famous Cuban 

commemorative effort, as a distinct subsection at the end of the discussion of Spanish 

 
8 Father John Patrick Chidwick was a Catholic priest whose status as a Maine survivor made him one 
of the most frequent speakers at commemorative events in Cuba and the United States.  Havana Post, 
17 March 1912, p.1; and  Harry Cook, Remember the Maine! An Historical Narrative of the Battleship 
Maine as told by its Chaplain Monsignor John Patrick Chidwick (Winchester, Virginia: Winchester 
Printers and Stationers, 1935). 
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responses to Cuban projects, because Spanish lobbying had such a significant impact 

on its Cuban planners. A short concluding section compares the actions of Spanish 

elites in Havana and Madrid on the subject of the Maine. 

 

The Maine in History and Historiography 

Few slogans in history have been as persistently adhered to as “Remember the 

Maine!” Yet, there was nothing so inherently spectacular about the ship’s explosion 

as to raise it above other famous maritime tragedies like the sinking of the Titanic in 

1912. Indeed, at least one vessel, the Chinese naval cruiser Kai-Chich, which used 

coal-burning technology similar to the battleship exploded and sank in 1902 with only 

minimal press attention. 9  It took a series of special political and cultural contexts to 

give the Maine the historical prominence it retains to this day. 10 

 
9 The Diario de la Marina sarcastically noted how little attention this incident received despite its 
similarities with the Maine. It may not have been coincidental that this article appeared on the 
anniversary of the principal American land victory in the Santiago campaign. Diario de la Marina, 1 
July 1902, p. 2. 
10 This chapter does not address post-1930s contexts like the Castro regime which sharpened debates 
about 1898 as a way to criticize U.S. imperialism. Louis Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude: 1898 
and the Moral Sources of United States Hegemony in Cuba,” American Historical Review, vol. 104, 
no. 2 (April 1999), pp. 392-397; Miller, pp. 56-57.  Examples of recent literature about the Maine, 
inspired in many cases by the centennial of 1898, include: Tim McNeese, Remember the Maine!: The 
Spanish-American War Begins  (Greensboro: Morgan Reynolds, 2002); Agustín Remesal, El enigma 
del Maine: 1898 -- el suceso que provocó la guerra de Cuba, accidente o sabotaje? (Barcelona: Plaza & 
Janés Editora, 1998); José Antonio Plaza, Al infierno con España: Voladura del Maine, fin de un 
imperio  (Madrid: Editora EDAF, 1997); Peggy and Harold Samuels, Remembering the Maine 
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995); Felipa Suárez Ramos, U.S. Maine en la memoria 
habanera (Havana: Pablo de la Torriente Editorial, 1995);  Michael Blow, A Ship to Remember: The 
Maine and the Spanish-American War (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1992); Guillermo G. 
Calleja Leal, “La voladura del Maine: Nuevas luces sobre un enigma histórico que terminó con el 
imperio español,” Historia 16, 1990, no. 176, pp. 12-32; and Jeanne Abrams, “Remembering the 
Maine, The Jewish Attitude Toward the Spanish-American War as Reflected in the American-
Israelite,” American Jewish History, 1987, vol. 76, no. 4, pp. 439-455.  
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The U.S.S. Maine arrived in Havana on January 25, 1898, ostensibly on a 

mission of “friendly courtesy.” Spanish authorities received the ship’s officers and 

crew cordially, but they were in fact unwanted guests. The McKinley administration 

had sent the battleship after Spanish colonial hard- liners rioted in Havana to protest a 

recent decree from Madrid granting Cuba limited political autonomy. More broadly, 

the visit expressed U.S. displeasure at Spain’s inability to suppress the Cuban 

Liberation Army and protect American investments. The stay took an unexpected turn 

on the night of February 15 when the Maine suddenly exploded, blasting debris 

hundreds of feet into the air. Two hundred and sixty-six of the men aboard died; only 

84 officers and crew survived.11 

Unquestionably, a terrible tragedy had occurred, but it was by no means 

inevitable that it would touch off a firestorm of outraged hyper-patriotism in the 

United States. Initially, the ship’s captain, Charles Sigsbee, sent a telegram to his 

superiors praising Spanish assistance and sympathy and urging that “public opinion 

should be suspended until further report.”12 Locally, American opinion remained 

calm. The influential American planter and long-time Cuba resident Edwin Atkins 

noted in his diary on February 17, “Was not the disaster to the Maine terrible? I 

cannot understand it at all. My first thought was of work of insurgents to cause 

trouble between the Governments, but this seems improbable for want of 

opportunity…It is more likely to be from some purely accidental cause.” Atkins was 

 
11 Tom Miller, “Remember the Maine,” pp. 46-48. 
12 Cited in Miller, p. 49. 
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surprised and disgusted at how the tragedy grew into a popular crusade in the United 

States against Spain. In his February 26 entry, Atkins wrote, “The Maine disaster did 

not cause near the excitement here that it did North, and the universal sorrow 

manifested should strengthen relations were it not for certain d---d fools in Congress 

and our yellow journals which are tools of the New York Junta.”13 

The extent of American popular grief and anger was impressive and 

unconstrained by objective truth or even good taste. U.S. public opinion in 1898 held 

that an external explosion (i.e. a torpedo or mine) had destroyed the Maine and that 

Spain was to blame. The bellicose slogan “Remember the Maine!” was initially 

promoted by newspapers like the New York Herald and New York Journal but soon 

extended through a vast array of media including candy wrappers, buttons, posters, 

pictures, and toys.14 In addition, hundreds of popular songs dedicated to the battleship 

united Americans in mourning and rage.15 [see image #7] 

 The reasons for and consequences of this popular reaction in 1898 remain 

controversial among historians, and are not this chapter’s focus.16 Some of the 

principal factors that contributed to American outrage included earlier stories about 

 
13 Edwin Atkins, Sixty Years in Cuba, p. 274. The euphemism “d---d” is from the original. The “New 
York Junta” refers to Cuban pro-independence activists based in New York City. 
14 Miller, p. 52. 
15 The following are examples of published sheet music from the period. Note the similarity of titles 
and broad geographic distribution. Tony  Stanford, “Remember the Maine” (New York: Feist & 
Frankenthaler, c.1898); J.P. Baron, "Remember the Maine," (New Orleans: L. Grunewald Co., c.1898); 
Viola Turner-Coon, “Remember the Maine” (Kansas City: National Publishing Co., c. 1898); R.H. 
Brennen, “Remember the Maine” (Cincinnati: Geo. Jaberg Music Co., c.1898); J.P. Frazer, 
“Remember the Maine” (Detroit: Fraser Publishing Co., c.1898); Clarence W.  Kramer, “Remember 
the Maine! Boys” (New Sharon, Iowa: F. B. Rhodes, c. 1898); Frank A. Bush, “Remember the Maine, 
the lost ship, waltz song & refrain” (Belleville, Kansas: Frank A. Bush, c.1898); and E. Grace Griffin, 
“Remember the Maine” (San Francisco: The Zono Mauvais Music Co., c.1898). 
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Spanish military atrocities against Cubans and images of  the wrecked battleship that 

new information technology disseminated to a national audience. Powerful U.S. 

business interests also sought U.S. intervention in Cuba to defend their investments or 

open up new markets. In addition, a popular hunger existed in the United States for a 

national cause to complete the process of reuniting North and South in the aftermath 

of the Civil War.17 

Louis Pérez makes a persuasive argument that this popular fervor did not 

actually force the U.S. into war with Spain. In his view, U.S. policy elites were well 

insulated from public pressure on foreign policy issues, and would have intervened 

even without the Maine disaster to protect perceived U.S. interests and ambitions.18 

That these same elites and later generations of U.S. historians sincerely came to 

believe that the happenstance of the explosion and popular reaction to it pushed the 

U.S. into war is only logical. Few people are comfortable with cynical Realpolitik 

explanations of their own actions or those of their country.  

The Maine’s prominence continued well past 1898. According to a historian 

of U.S. war memorials, James M. Mayo, the pre-World War I era in the United States 

produced a slew of 1898-related commemorative projects despite the “miniscule” 

 
16For examples of recent historical works on these subjects, see footnote 11. 
17Thomas A. Edison Inc., film “Wreck of the battleship Maine” (United States: Edison Manufacturing 
Co., 1898);  Silvia Lynn Hilton, “La guerra hispano-norteamericana de 1898: Interrogantes sobre las 
relaciones entre prensa, opinion pública y política,” Reden. Revista española de estudios 
norteamericanos (Spain), 1994, no. 7, pp. 71-87; Marvin Olasky, “Hawks or Doves: Texas Press and 
Spanish-American War,” Journalism Quarterly, 1987, vol. 64, no. 1; Philip Foner, The Spanish-
Cuban-American War and the Birth of American Imperialism, 1895-1902 (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1972); and David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory  
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), pp. 351-352. 
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nature of the conflict in terms of U.S. casualties. He attributes the number of 

memorials to the period’s general prosperity and pent-up desire for urban 

beautification. 19 Interest in U.S. North-South reconciliation also contributed to the 

popularity of Spanish-American War projects given the war’s national appeal and the 

prominent roles played in it by Confederate and Union veterans.20 Tributes to the 

victims of the Maine also served to legitimate the 1898 war and U.S. political tutelage 

over Cuba.21 

In his work on U.S. imperialism and the Spanish-Cuban-American War, Louis 

Pérez correctly asserts that “the historiography of 1898 has traditionally divided 

sharply along national lines,” but he does not develop the idea to its logical, tri-

national conclusion. 22  Instead, Pérez traces the divergence between Cuban and U.S. 

interpretations of the meaning of the Maine and U.S. intervention. His bilateral, U.S. 

vs. Cuban, approach neglects the other major players in this debate: Spanish residents 

in Cuba and the Spanish government.  

Factoring in the Spanish element shifts Pérez’s analysis of the chronology and 

nature of opposition in Cuba to U.S. historical interpretations of 1898. Pérez locates 

resistance to U.S. historical views about 1898 primarily in the 1930s, because he 

 
18 Pérez, The War of 1898, p. 67. 
19New York City, Columbia (SC), Woburn (Mass.), Key West,  Pittsburgh, Canton, Annapolis, and 
Arlington cemetery all erected monuments to the Maine. Many other communities erected monuments 
to the Spanish-American War in general.  James M. Mayo, War Memorials as Political Landscape, p. 
166; and Key West Maine monument image, Library of Congress, American Memory Collection, 
Digital Item, 
det 4a05107. 
20 David W. Blight, Race and Reunion, pp. 351-353. 
21 This point is developed more fully in the next section. 
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focuses on the first generation of Cuban nationalist historians born under the 

republic.23  These figures were influential, but in fact they built on pre-existing 

Spanish criticism. Following 1898, Spaniards continued to cast doubt on the nobility 

of U.S. intentions and actions with regards to the Spanish-American War.24  Their 

attacks tended to be most evident during peak Maine commemorative moments in the 

periods 1909-1915 and 1920-1925.  

According to Pérez, Cuban intellectuals in the 1930s started to challenge the 

idea that the Maine explosion was the root cause of U.S. intervention. Instead, in their 

view, U.S. policymakers intervened in 1898 because the Cuban Liberation Army was 

on the verge of defeating Spanish forces without outside help, a transfer of power 

contrary to long-held U.S. ambitions regarding the island. For their part, U.S. leaders 

and intellectuals dismissed such alternative historical views as base ingratitude on the 

part of Cubans. In the dominant U.S. perspective, Cubans were supposed to be 

forever thankful to the United States for its sacrifices, most notably the Maine’s dead 

crew, and magnanimity in giving Cuba its freedom. 25  Spanish insistence on ignoble 

“Yankee” uses of the Maine bolstered Cuban views that they did not owe the United 

States anything for its intervention in 1898.  

 

 

 
22 Louis Pérez, The War of 1898, p. 130. 
23 Pérez, pp. 125-126. 
24 Spaniards also did this with particular vehemence during the war, but tone and content necessarily 
shifted in the post-war contexts of U.S. military occupation or potential for intervention under the Platt 
amendment. 
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U.S. Claims and Spanish Challenges 

Louis Pérez perceptively notes that “the power of the North American 

representation of 1898 resided precisely in its capacity to implicate Cubans in binding 

reciprocities derived from the moral calculus of the intervention.” In essence, the U.S. 

government used remembrance of the Maine and the Spanish-American War to 

“shame Cubans into submission.”26 February 15 commemorations promoted official 

U.S. efforts to claim a moral right to exercise perpetual tutelage over the island. This 

was made evident on February 15, 1906, when U.S. officials inaugurated the island’s 

first 1898 battle monument. Raised in El Caney, the monument honored the U.S. 

forces who died there on July 1, 1898.27 The U.S. organizers chose to inaugurate the 

monument on the anniversary of the Maine, not in July, in order to emphasize that 

U.S. forces had battled in a “righteous cause” free of any imperial ambition. 28 The 

speeches given then by U.S. army officers made evident their expectation of a 

continued tutelary role for the United States. General Young told his Cuban audience 

that the United States had intervened in 1898 to give “the inhabitants of Cuba a fair, 

square deal and a chance to play their own hand at the game of self-government. You, 

my Cuban friends, have shuffled and dealt the cards and you are happily playing the 

 
25 Pérez, The War of 1898, pp. 79, 108, 124. 
26 Louis Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” pp. 362 and 373. 
27 Cuban forces took part in this battle too, but their contributions were not honored on the 1906 
monument. 
28 Louis Pérez notes the importance of U.S. monuments in Cuba for asserting U.S. claims about Cuban 
gratitude. He does not, however, mention this link between the first battle monument and February 15, 
even though it fits his overall analysis very well. Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” p. 379; 
Society of the Army  of Santiago de Cuba, Dedication of the Battle monument at El Caney (Baltimore: 
Press of John S. Bridge & Co., 1906), pp. 11 and 31. 
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game well for beginners.”29  Young’s paternalistic words carried the clear 

implication that “beginners” might well need further assistance from their 

benefactors. Indeed, the U.S. government soon occupied Cuba again in August of 

1906 in response to an uprising by Liberals protesting a stolen election. This second 

U.S. occupation invoked the legal authority of the Platt amendment and the moral 

mantle of U.S. sacrifices on Cuba’s behalf in 1898. 

In subsequent years, the U.S. government  and American residents continued 

to use the memory of U.S. sacrifices in 1898, especially the Maine’s dead sailors, to 

demand Cuban gratitude. Pérez  provides a detailed analysis of this process with 

regards to mainland politicians and intellectuals, but he neglects the meanings this 

remembrance held for the American community in Havana.30  Highlighting this 

community’s involvement does not alter the broad outlines of Pérez’s argument, but 

does provide a more nuanced vision of precisely how Americans disseminated their 

interpretations of the Maine in Cuba. In addition, the American community in Havana 

had intimate social and economic relations with both Cuban and Spanish elites. 

Consequently, a closer focus on the American community reveals more about the 

complex interactions between American, Cuban, and Spanish commemorative 

agendas. 

 The American community in Havana encompassed a core of permanent 

residents and a floating population of visitors united by English- language newspapers 

 
29 Society of the Army of Santiago, pp. 13-14. 
30 Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude.”  
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and various social clubs. In 1912, the Havana Post calculated that the community’s 

nucleus of residents comprised some 3,795 U.S. citizens out of a total urban 

population of 319,884.31  In addition, thousands of mainland visitors swelled the 

community each year during the winter tourist season. For example, 33,000 U.S. 

tourists traveled to Cuba in 1914, growing to 90,000 in 1928.32 English- language 

newspapers such as the Havana Post, Havana Times, and Daily Telegraph gave 

institutional cohesion to this community, a function also served by the Yacht Club, 

American Club, Daughters of the American Revolution, and Havana Camp number 

one of the United Spanish War Veterans.  

The Maine provided a key emblem of American identity in Cuba and a focus 

for social cohesion among U.S. residents in Havana.  One of the most active groups 

of American residents in this regard was the Havana Camp number one of the United 

Spanish War Veterans. Founded in 1910, this group took pride in its leadership role 

vis-a-vis mainland veteran groups in organizing Maine-related events and securing 

relics.33 In 1912, these Havana-based veterans revealed their proprietary view of the 

battleship when they gathered at the American Club to discuss erecting their own 

monument to the Maine in Colón cemetery. They also joined other American 

residents in lobbying for a proper U.S. naval escort for the bodies of the Maine’s crew 

recovered from the wreck site in 1912. The U.S. navy had originally intended to give 

 
31 Havana Post, 26 March 1912, p. 1. 
32 Louis Pérez, On Becoming Cuban: Cuban Identity, Nationality, & Culture (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1999) p. 167. 
33 Havana Post, 15 Jan. 1911, p. 1. 
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this honor to a mere collier, but bowed to this pressure and assigned the entire Fifth 

Division of the Atlantic fleet to escort the bodies home in 1912.34 [see image #8] 

Other American residents shared the veterans’ preoccupation with the Maine.  

The American Club and Havana Post joined the lobbying effort mentioned above.  In 

addition, American community elites gathered in March of 1912 to render honors to 

Major Ferguson, the engineer in charge of the U.S. government’s efforts to raise the 

Maine’s wreck and tow it out to sea.  The Havana Post referred to this banquet as 

“one of the most representative gatherings of Americans Havana has ever 

witnessed.”35 

The American community as a whole monopolized the most privileged 

vantage points for the Maine’s last voyage on March 16, 1912. The Havana Post 

proudly noted that “nearly every American in Havana was on one or other of the 

boats” that escorted the refloated wreck out of the harbor. Most of the estimated 

100,000 spectators made do with the view from the shore.36 American residents and 

visitors saw this as a historic occasion and snapped up issues of the Havana Post 

devoted to the solemn moment. The newspaper printed several thousand extra copies 

of its wreck burial edition, but soon ran out. To satisfy demand, the newspaper later 

reprinted the edition on special paper to make a more lasting memento, and also 

 
34 Havana Post, 29 Jan. 1912, p. 1.  Dozens of remains were found during the wreck extraction. 
35 Havana Post, 3 March 1912, p. 1. The article includes a list of the principal attendees. 
36 Havana Post, 17 March 1912, p. 1. Over fifty civilian craft joined the flotilla escort, making  the 
newspaper’s assertion about the number of Americans on board at least plausible.  
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dedicated extensive space to the wreck and three elaborate fold-out photos in its 

1912 tourist edition. 37  

The interest of American residents in the Maine extended beyond the 1912 

wreck removal. Americans thronged special Maine-related events in large numbers in 

1924, 1925, 1926, and 1928. These years featured, respectively, the ground-breaking 

ceremony for the Cuban government’s monument to the Maine in Havana, its 

inauguration, rebuilding (because of hurricane damage), and the explosion’s 30th 

anniversary tribute at the monument. The major American social clubs also played 

prominent roles in organizing the regular anniversary events.  In addition, many 

American-owned businesses in Havana closed each year on February 15 to facilitate 

attendance at these programs.38 Spanish and Cuban-owned businesses did not follow 

suit, although ‘Maine Day’ did become an official, if not particularly popular, Cuban 

holiday in the early 1930s.39 

Displays of relics in prominent American institutions hallowed the memory of 

the Maine as well. Most notably, the Havana Yacht Club enshrined the battleship’s 

steering wheel on its walls.40 The club could have acquired other kinds of relics from 

the wreck, but sought out the item most associated with guiding the vessel. This 

choice of relics reflected, perhaps unconsciously, club members’ view of themselves 

as being at the helm of U.S. commemorations of the famous battleship. 

 
37 Havana Post, 30 March 1912, p. 2; and Havana Post Special Tourist Edition , 1912 season, three 
special pull-out photos. 
38 Diario de la Marina, 13 Feb. 1924, p. 1 and 16 Feb. 1925, p. 1; Havana Telegraph , 16 Feb. 1926, 
 p. 1. 
39 Miller, p. 55. 
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Their proprietary feelings about the Maine caused American residents to play 

a significant role in U.S. assessments of Cuban gratitude, or lack thereof.  In 1925, the 

Havana Post approved of the Cuban government’s inauguration of a Maine 

monument in Havana built with public funds. The Havana Post observed that this 

monument “in granite and marble perpetuates the gratitude of the Cuban people for 

America’s generous aid in her struggle for freedom.”41 However, some American 

residents felt differently. In 1924, a group of residents chose to protest the memorial 

in a controversial piece published in the bilingual magazine Cuba Moderna. These 

Americans claimed Cubans were unworthy of the monument because of the way they 

had let relics from the wreck rust in a warehouse for over a decade and their general 

lack of gratitude for U.S. aid in the war against Spain. 42  

Spanish Challenges to U.S. Interpretations 

 Through subtle sniping and direct challenges, Spaniards on both sides of the 

Atlantic questioned the accuracy and appropriateness of U.S. historical interpretations 

and commemorative projects regarding the battleship. In this process, Spanish elites 

in Havana often took the lead, earning rare acknowledgement and support from 

Madrid. The Diario de la Marina’s 1912 wish that the Maine be forgotten never came 

to pass, but Spanish pressure did cause Americans to take Spanish concerns into 

account. 

 
40 Emeterio S. Santovenia, Memorial Book of the Inauguration of the Maine Plaza at Havana, p. 133. 
41 Cited in Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” p. 381. Pérez does not make any distinctions in this 
article between the views of American residents and mainland opinion. 
42 Diario de la Marina, 11 Feb. 1924, p. 1. 
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Spaniards found it easier to challenge U.S. remembrance of 1898 than 

Cubans, because the former could not readily be labeled ingrates. A few Americans 

like Father Chidwick tried to suggest that Spain had in fact benefited from its military 

defeat. Freed from its colonial wars, Spain could now prosper and modernize.43 

However, even Chidwick did not go so far as to suggest that Spaniards owed the 

United States any thanks for inflicting on them one of the more humiliating routs in 

modern military history. 

 In 1898, the Unión Constitucional vented its anger at the victorious 

“Yankees” by taking aim at the Maine in the immediate wake of the war, but had few 

imitators in the Spanish community.  On October 6, 1898, the newspaper argued that 

U.S. “falsification” of the cause of the battleship’s explosion stood as “a monument to 

iniquity that will forever be one of the blackest pages in the history of the American 

Republic.”44 The Unión Constitucional served as the voice for the die-hard defenders 

of Spanish colonialism in Cuba.45  Most Spanish community newspapers that 

persisted or arose after 1898 did not immediately adopt similarly harsh language. The 

desire many Spanish elites had for U.S. protection and favor during and after the first 

occupation undoubtedly contributed to a more restrained oppositional style.46 

  Newspapers such as the Diario de la Marina typically preferred to more 

subtly chip away at the sanctity of the Maine’s legend during the first occupation and 

 
43 Havana Post, 17 March 1912, p. 1. 
44Unión Constitucional , Havana, 6 Oct. 1898, p.2. 
45 In fact, its directors voluntarily closed the Unión Constitucional rather than adjust to the new era of 
U.S. occupation. 
46 See chapters one and two for more on Spanish ambivalence regarding the United States.  
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early republic. In 1899, the Diario de la Marina printed a brief blurb citing a U.S. 

newspaper’s claim that American authorities had known all along that “no employee 

of the Spanish government had any part in that terrible catastrophe.”47 This story 

promoted two Spanish objectives. It absolved Spain of direct responsibility for the 

explosion, and it cast doubt on the motives of U.S. officials in letting popular war 

fervor grow. Moreover, the briefness of the article and its citation of a U.S. source 

made it unlikely to trigger any retaliation from the U.S. occupying authority.  

In a 1901 example the Diario de la Marina proved slightly bolder. It printed 

an article that suggested that U.S. authorities were now leaning towards the accident 

theory, but only to deny Maine survivors and dependants higher benefits. The article 

sarcastically referred to this belated U.S. inclination towards the theory favored by 

Spaniards as an “act of equity and justice inspired now by a miserly desire to save a 

fistful of gold.”48 This linked the Maine to a common Spanish ethnic slur regarding 

“crass Yankees.”  

The Diario de la Marina found a variety of ways to undermine U.S. 

interpretations of the Maine between 1902 and 1911. It publicized crazy individuals 

who claimed credit for blowing up the battleship. The newspaper also stressed reports 

of accidental explosions on similar vessels, and insinuated that a surviving engineer 

from the Maine committed suicide out of remorse for his negligence. The Diario de 

la Marina even created a fictitious Chinese engineer to criticize U.S. efforts to raise 

 
47 The brief news item is roughly the size of two postage stamps. Diario de la Marina, 27 Nov. 1899, 
p. 1. 
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the Maine in 1911 as so clumsy that key evidence of an internal explosion would be 

destroyed, perhaps on purpose.49 That some of these stories contradicted each other 

did not matter. They all contributed to a sense that Spaniards had nothing to do with 

the explosion and that U.S. authorities had covered up the truth.  

These disparaging articles in the Diario de la Marina typically responded to 

U.S. newspapers rather than Cuban publications.  Information taken from U.S. 

newspapers  served to validate Spanish perceptions about what had actually happened 

in 1898. That at least some Americans acknowledged the ‘truth’ suggested that more 

of their compatriots should follow suit.50 On at least one occasion, the Diario de la 

Marina echoed an anti-U.S. version of the Maine’s history that appeared in a Cuban 

newspaper, the Marina de Cuba.51 The Diario de la Marina also disputed a Cuban 

newspaper that dared suggest in 1911 that Spaniards were to blame for the explosion. 

The Diario de la Marina did not refer to this antagonistic Cuban newspaper by name, 

but it may have been La Discusión which adopted an anti-Spanish tone on many 

occasions.52 This Cuban article that blamed Spaniards for the explosion was almost 

certainly meant to tweak Spanish sensibilities at a time of Cuban intense labor and 

 
48 Diario de la Marina, 28 May 1901, p. 2. 
49 Diario de la Marina: 17 Jan. 1902, p. 2; 1 July 1902, p. 2; 24 Sept. 1902, p. 2; 5 Feb. 1904, p. 5; 30 
March 1905, p. 3; 18 Dec. 1910, p. 7; 22 June 1910, afternoon edition, p. 2; 30 Aug. 1911, p. 6; and 3 
Oct. 1911, p. 4. The Chinese were not held in high esteem in Cuba at this time. The idea of a Chinese 
engineer was almost certainly intended to strike readers as something of an oxymoron. See Nancy 
Stepan, “The Interplay Between Socio-Economic Factors and Medical Science: Yellow Fever 
Research, Cuba and the United States” Social Studies of Science (London, SAGE), vol. 8 (1978), p. 
418. 
50 The Diario de la Marina cited Maine-related information from the New York World, New York 
Herald, and the Milwaukee Germania that served Spanish ends. Diario de la Marina: 27 Nov. 1899, p. 
1; 1 July 1902, p. 2; 24 Sept. 1902, p. 2; 5 Feb. 1904, p. 5 
51 Diario de la Marina, 28 May 1901, p. 2. 
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veteran agitation against Spanish influence in the labor market and government 

posts.53 In general, however, the Diario de la Marina referred more often to U.S. 

rather than Cuban publications on the subject of the Maine. 

Other Spanish community sources besides the Diario de la Marina sought to 

undermine U.S. homages to the battleship. In 1912, Father Chidwick complained 

about “reports currently circulating in Havana” that all of the Maine’s officers had 

been ashore partying at the time of the explosion. 54  In 1912, Spaniards in Havana 

resurrected this story which had been spread originally by Spanish newspapers after 

the 1898 explosion to insinuate that the U.S. had blown up its own warship. More 

subtly, the Casino Español in Havana, a bastion of conservative Spanish patriotism, 

quietly imposed its own stamp on February 15 in 1914 by choosing that day to 

inaugurate its social center. Speakers at the event understood the deliberate conflict of 

timing with the Maine anniversary, even though they made pious noises about 

remembering the unfortunate victims of the disaster.55  

 The Spanish community’s most overt and confrontational challenges to U.S. 

Maine propaganda began during the second U.S. occupation. Spanish residents used 

their negative slant on the history of the Maine to question the legitimacy of U.S. 

intervention.  The U.S. provisional governor, Charles Magoon, took note of this 

 
52 Diario de la Marina, 1 March 1911, afternoon edition, p. 2. 
53 An extensive comparative study of Cuban newspapers of different party and ideological affiliations 
would be useful to see how they viewed the Maine and Spanish community propaganda. 
Unfortunately, some of the most potentially interesting newspapers for this purpose such as the La 
Discusión were off-limits to scholars during the research for this project because of their advanced 
state of deterioration.  
54 Havana Post, 15 March 1912, p. 2 and 17 March 1912, p. 2. 
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campaign in 1908. He reported that “the Spaniards” had fostered a “general belief 

prevailing among the residents of the Island” that the United States had sabotaged 

efforts to remove the wreck from the harbor “for fear that it would be established that 

the explosion came from within.”56 This Spanish rumor argued that the U.S. 

government could not be trusted. If they were covering up the true story of the Maine, 

then perhaps U.S. officials were also being deceitful when they claimed that they 

harbored no annexationist impulses towards Cuba. 

Spanish community newspapers and institutions grew bolder in their attacks 

when it became clear that the second occupation was coming to an end in January of 

1909.  This boldness arose in part because of the prospect that U.S. forces would soon 

depart, but also reflected growing opposition to the failures and corruption scandals 

that plagued the Magoon administration. For example, the Diario Español decried a 

customs house scandal and other irregularities that occurred under Magoon’s watch. 57 

 Spaniards hostile to the U.S. presence sharply criticized the news that 

Magoon would finish his tenure and return to the United States on a U.S. warship 

named the Maine in honor of its famous predecessor.  The U.S. government probably 

intended this choice of vessels to symbolize its expectation of strong U.S.-Cuban ties 

in the post-occupation period. However, some Spanish residents viewed this choice 

 
55 Casino Español, Memoria 1914 (Havana: Imp. La Habanera, 1915), appendix. 
56 Provisional Governor Magoon, Havana, 8 May 1908, p. 2. U.S. National Archives, Record Group 
199, Records of the Provisional Government of Cuba, Entry 5, Confidential Correspondence, Box 10, 
File 232. 
57 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro (Havana: Avisador Comercial, 1911), p. 42; David A. 
Lockmiller, Magoon in Cuba: A History of the Second Intervention, 1906-1909 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1938), pp. 198-199. 
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with anger, because of their long-standing skepticism about “Yankee” motives. In 

addition, Spanish residents expressed outrage when the Daily Telegraph used the 

second Maine’s arrival to rehash “Spanish perfidy” in blowing up the first Maine.58 

The Diario Español spearheaded the Spanish community’s offensive against the 

Telegraph’s interpretation of history and the presence of the second Maine with an 

article entitled “Lies!” The Casino Español in Havana and Spanish community 

centers in Camagüey, Palmira, Unión de Reyes, and Pinar del Río soon joined in 

supporting the Diario Español’s stance. These protests singled out the Daily 

Telegraph’s “idiotic” and “slanderous” insults to Spain, rather than directly targeting 

Magoon or the second Maine, but the Spanish complaints were clearly aimed at these 

larger issues.59  

The Diario Español stepped up its attacks on the United States using the 

Maine prior to and following Magoon’s departure.60  On February 16, 1909, the 

newspaper devoted its entire front page to slighting the Maine anniversary under the 

banner headline: “The Question of the Maine: Sensational Revelations – A Detailed 

History of Infamy.” The publication continued over the following months to flog the 

issue of the Maine with articles and editorials aimed at garnering support for raising 

the wreck to prove the internal explosion theory.  The newspaper explained its zeal to 

its readers as a matter of Spanish national honor. The Diario Español insisted that 

 
58 Diario Español, 24 Jan. 1909, p. 1 and Diario de la Marina, 26 Jan. 1909, afternoon edition, p. 1. 
59 Diario Español, 24 Jan. 1909, p. 1 and  27 Jan. 1909, p. 1. 
60 Magoon formally ended the occupation on January 28, 1909 (chosen by him because it was José 
Martí’s birthday), but some U.S. troops remained until early April. Lockmiller, pp. 175 and 188. 
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“the objective we pursue with greatest fervor…is that of wiping away the stain of 

infamy thrown on Spain’s honor” by the United States. The newspaper admitted that 

going against the power of the United States would be difficult but that “the holy love 

for the traditions of the race to which we belong” permitted no less.61 

The Diario Español made overt criticism of U.S. histories of the Maine an 

important expression of Spanish identity in Cuba. In his 1911 memoir, Adelardo 

Novo -- director of the Diario Español -- boasted, “The Diario Español’s first great 

success was its famous article about the explosion of the Maine.”62 Not only did the 

newspaper’s bold coverage of this topic attract praise and attention, it let Novo and 

his staff emphasize their daily’s superior Spanishness. To this end, they ridiculed the 

Diario de la Marina’s tepid response to the second Maine and Daily Telegraph story 

as part of a larger attack on the Diario de la Marina for being too eager to please 

whoever held power in Cuba, whether they were American or Cuban. 63  This was a 

charge levied against the newspaper at various points in its history and seems to have 

held some truth. 64 The Diario Español’s aggressive anti-American campaign, 

spearheaded by its Maine stories, nearly caused Magoon to shut the paper down.  

Faced with this potential threat to his investment, the newspaper’s publisher and chief 

financial backer, tobacco magnate Avelino Pazos, tried to reign in Novo’s editorial 

 
61Diario Español: 16 Feb. 1909, p. 1; 4 March 1909, p. 1; 16 April 1909, p. 1;  12 May 1909, p. 1; 14 
May 1909, p. 1. 
62 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 39. 
63 Diario de la Marina, 26 Jan. 1909, afternoon edition, p. 1; and Diario Español, 27 Jan. 1909, p. 1 
64 Unión Constitucional, 9 Sept. 1898, p. 2.; Rebelión, Havana, 4 March 1909, p. 4; Special Envoy 
Enoch Crowder to Francis White, chief of the Latin American division at the State Department, 
Havana, 9 Sept. 1922, USDS 837.911/561. 
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stance, but Novo prevailed in this instance.65 The Diario Español took pride in the 

positive response its anti-American campaign received, especially back in Spain.66 It 

reprinted excerpts from La Epoca, a Madrid newspaper known for its conservative 

patriotism, citing the Diario Español on the subject of the Maine.67  

The Diario Español’s self-proclaimed “obsession” with the Maine possessed a 

strong element of economic calculation. The newspaper’s opposition to the U.S. 

occupation and the notoriety this campaign attracted enabled the enterprise to finally 

turn a significant profit by 1909.68 Thus encouraged, the Diario Español continued in 

a similar vein of pronounced Spanish patriotism in subsequent years. In 1912, a 

Spanish diplomat praised the Diario Español’s patriotism while recognizing the 

commercial impulse of its zeal. 69  The diplomat noted, “Currently, the Diario Español 

is the [entity] which behaves least badly [towards Spain]; but this is in large part 

because it believes that this bothers the Diario de la Marina and increases the number 

of its subscribers.”70 Whatever their actual degree of sincerity, however, Adelardo 

Novo and his staff clearly found in the Maine an issue and tone which resonated with 

 
65 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 42. 
66 The Diario Español was much less concerned about how Cuban newspapers might react to its anti-
American campaign. Novo’s memoirs make it clear that his strategy involved establishing his 
newspaper’s Spanish patriotic credential to appeal to Spanish residents. 
67 Diario Español, 4 March 1909, p. 1. 
68 Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 27. 
69 The newspaper made its patriotism evident through coverage of the Maine, promotion of the legend 
of Vara de Rey, support for Spanish military actions in Morocco, and similar topics. 
70In context, despite the qualified language, this actually was high praise. Spain’s diplomatic 
representatives in Cuba during this period often expressed  jaundiced views about Spanish community 
institutions and leaders. Ministro plenipotentiary Julián de Arroyo y Mora to Ministro de Estado, c. 
1912.  MAE H1431, correspondencia embajadas y legaciones 1911-20, legación 1912. 
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important elements of the Spanish community in Cuba and received 

acknowledgement back in Spain.  

 The Diario de la Marina followed its brash rival’s lead at least to some extent. 

Its rhetoric regarding the Maine became harsher in the wake of the Diario Español’s 

publicity campaign in 1909. Strident language prevailed over the newspaper’s 

previously more subtle sniping on the subject of the battleship. In 1910, the Diario de 

la Marina exclaimed, “The Jacobins of Yankee-land exploit their people for personal 

profit when they reproduce in the press the now-discredited issue of the Maine.”71 

With true conspiratorial fervor, the newspaper even flatly asserted that “the disaster 

was actually the work of the Yankees to precipitate events and declare war.” Given 

these “suspicious antecedents,” the Maine wreck removal which the U.S. government 

began in 1910 represented little better than a “great comical spectacle” or an exercise 

in “vanity” unlikely to get at “justice.”72 The Diario de la Marina’s coverage of the 

wreck removal was not uniformly negative. It printed a number of neutral articles on 

various technical aspects of the extraction and gave space to the speculations of  U.S. 

officials on whether the explosion had been internal or external.73 Overall, though, the 

Diario de la Marina adopted much more of the Diario Español’s combative tone 

regarding the Maine. 

 
71 Diario de la Marina, 26 May 1910, afternoon edition, p. 3. 
72 Diario de la Marina, 6 June 1911, afternoon edition, p. 1 and 11 June 1911, p. 7. 
73 Diario de la Marina: 14 June 1911, afternoon edition, p. 4; 20 June 1911, p. 5; 21 June 1911, p. 10; 
and 4 July 1911, p. 1. 
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Other kinds of publications by Spanish community elites also took aim at 

U.S. interpretations of the Maine.  One of the most widely publicized was a booklet 

released in 1911, during the wreck extraction, entitled España y el Maine. Its author, 

J.M. Fuentevilla, served as the editor-in-chief of the Havana newspaper El Comercio 

and was also the Havana correspondent for the Madrid daily El Imparcial, a paper of 

record not affiliated with a political faction but sympathetic to Liberal issues.  

Dedicated to the “Spanish Societies in Cuba,” his booklet advanced the thesis that 

Spain had nothing to do with the battleship’s explosion and that the real villains of 

1898 were Captain Sigsbee, President McKinley, and the New York World  because 

they ignobly turned a tragic accident into a pretext for a U.S. war of aggression 

against Spain. The booklet sold out its print run of 5,000 copies and received 

favorable mention in newspapers in Havana, Madrid, and even London. 74  

   In the early 1920s, Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda took the lead in expressing 

Spanish community unhappiness with Maine commemorative activity.  His political 

background, social stature, writing ability, and civil engineering skills all contributed 

to his interest in and influence on this issue. Pérez Castañeda was a prominent figure 

in the community going back to the colonial period when he had served as the 

representative for Pinar del Río in the Spanish parliament.  Pérez Castañeda’s 

background in civil engineering let him play a key role in public works projects such 

as the Vento aqueduct and Havana’s electrification. He also served a stint as the 

president of the Asociación Canaria de Beneficencia and contributed over 1,500 
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articles to the Diario de la Marina.75 Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda’s initial interest in 

the Maine appears to have arisen from his public works business. In 1903, he placed 

the lone bid to be the contractor for the wreck’s removal from the harbor where it 

represented an obstacle to shipping.  The Diario de la Marina’s coverage of his bid 

suggested a straightforward business proposal. 76 Yet, extraction of the wreck was also 

attractive to patriotic Spaniards who hoped that a closer inspection would prove their 

internal explosion theory, and Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda was a very patriotic 

Spaniard.77  The Cuban government did not accept his bid, probably because of 

financial and technical obstacles rather than political considerations.78  

Despite, or perhaps even because of, his failed bid, Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda 

continued to demonstrate an active interest in the history and politics surrounding the 

Maine. The principal expression of his discontent came in a media blitz from 1920-25 

which involved numerous articles in the Diario de la Marina. At his peak, between 

1923 and 1924, he published 72 articles in the Diario de la Marina aimed at setting 

the historical record straight.79 In 1925, he published an entire book on the subject 

entitled La explosión del Maine and la guerra de los Estados Unidos con España (The 

 
74 Diario de la Marina, 7 July 1911, afternoon edition, p. 5. 
75 This biographical information is from the foreword to Tiburcio P. Castañeda, La explosión del 
Maine y la guerra de los Estados Unidos con España (Havana: La Moderna Poesía, 1925). 
76 Diario de la Marina, 2 June 1903, p. 2. 
77 This assertion is based on his published writings and his private correspondence to the royal palace. 
78 When the U.S. government undertook the extraction, it ended up costing over a million dollars 
(roughly half what it cost to build the ship in the first place) and was barely within the reach of 
engineering techniques available in 1911. This suggests that the Pérez Castañeda bid in 1903 probably 
was not feasible. The lack of competing bids and the difficulty of these obstacles indicate that political 
factors did not play the key role in this setback. Havana Post, 24 March 1912, p. 3. 
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Maine Explosion and the U.S. War with Spain). This title signaled the book’s main 

thrust with its emphasis on U.S. aggression.  

The impetus for all this media activity was the Zayas administration’s plans to 

build a monument to the Maine in Havana.80 Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda’s publications 

centered on a few key themes. He campaigned to persuade Cuban officials to relegate 

the monument’s site from Havana’s principal maritime esplanade to the Colón 

cemetery or better yet not build it in Cuba at all. Recognizing that this was unlikely, 

he settled for promoting three ideas to Spanish residents and Cuban elites: 1) that the 

monument “did not say anything” to Cubans because they would have achieved their 

independence without the United States; 2) that it reminded Spaniards of their good 

international reputation because no one believed that Spain was to blame for the 

explosion; and 3) that it represented a “disgrace” for the United States because 

Americans continued to twist the facts for selfish and ignoble ends.81  

 The period 1920 to 1923 produced yet another U.S. intervention in Cuba: the 

tutelage of the Zayas administration by the “Special Representative of the President” 

General Enoch Crowder. This resumption of U.S. influence probably reinforced Pérez 

Castañeda’s negative views of U.S. motives regarding Cuba.  However, the explicit 

 
79 This number was calculated by Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda himself in a self-congratulatory article. He 
also published other articles on the subject of the Maine prior to 1923. Diario de la Marina , 10 March 
1925, p. 1 and 23 Aug. 1920, afternoon edition, p. 1.   
80 This project originated with the Gómez administration, was continued by President Menocal, and 
finally completed by President Zayas.  This monument’s history and impact on Cuban politics are 
detailed later in the chapter. 
81 This summary is based on a letter written by Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda to the president of the Casino 
Español on 8 Feb. 1924 and a letter-to-the-editor written by Gabriel Camps expressing approval for the 
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impulse for his anti-Maine campaign was to oppose or at least reshape the meaning 

of the Havana monument.  His voice and earlier Spanish protests in Cuba over the 

Maine argued that U.S. historical interpretations of 1898 should be dismissed by 

Spaniards and Cubans alike. 

Impact of Spanish Propaganda on U.S. Interpretations 

Spanish propaganda and lobbying affected American commemoration of the 

Maine in Cuba.  American residents in Havana and U.S. officials in Washington, 

Madrid, and Havana showed their awareness of Spanish sensitivity on this topic and 

made accommodations for it. This awareness and respect can be seen clearly in the 

Havana Post during the peak period of Maine commemoration in Cuba from 1910 to 

1915. This newspaper boasted that “to the extent it is the only daily published in 

English on the Island, the Havana Post speaks for Cuba.”82 Cuban and Spanish 

community newspapers would have contested the latter claim, but the Havana Post 

did at least speak for many American residents and tourists.  One of the topics it 

spoke most loudly on was the Maine. It devoted extensive coverage to Maine-related 

activities in Cuba and the United States, especially ceremonies, events, and projects 

that involved the wreck of the Maine.   

The Havana Post noted various aspects of Spanish opposition. A front-page 

article in 1911 assessed the “Madrid press on the Maine.” It concluded that 

newspapers in Madrid were devoting extensive space to the wreck raising in the 

 
views of  Pérez Castañeda. Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda, La explosión del Maine, p. 235; and Diario de la 
Marina, 11 Feb. 1924, p. 1. 



 

330 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
hopes that it would prove the internal explosion theory. In addition, the Havana Post 

observed, “It is evident that correspondents in Cuba for the leading [Madrid] papers 

have their orders to follow the project closely.”83  Most of these correspondents were 

directors or writers for the major Spanish community newspapers which had their 

own axes to grind as well, a factor that did not escape the Havana Post.  It reported 

several of the Spanish community newspapers’ sniping attacks on the Maine.84 

The Havana Post tried to avoid offending Spanish honor on the question of 

who was to blame for the explosion. The newspaper employed very careful language 

when it touched on this issue. On the 1912 anniversary, the Havana Post commented, 

“The Maine was destroyed just 14 years ago today. The explosion was the direct 

cause of the changing of both the New and the Old Worlds” as the American public 

“justly or unjustly attributed” the destruction of their ship to the Spaniards.85 The 

passive voice “was destroyed” left open by whom or what, and the even-handed 

phrase “justly or unjustly” gave equal weight to the Spanish perception of the 

American reaction to the disaster. In 1915, the newspaper asserted, “How the Maine 

met her fate and who was responsible is a mystery to this day.”86  

 The Havana Post even linked the Maine anniversary to the Spanish 

community’s favorite hero from 1898, General Joaquín Vara de Rey. 87 This was 

perhaps the clearest indicator of the daily’s sensitivity to Spanish concerns. In an 

 
82 Havana Post Special Tourist Edition, Havana, 1910-11 Season, p. 1. 
83 Havana Post, 28 Jan. 1911, p. 1. 
84 Havana Post, 10 Jan. 1911, p. 1 and  21 June 1911, p. 1. 
85 Havana Post, 15 Feb. 1912, p. 1. 
86 Havana Post, 15 Feb. 1915, p. 4. 
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anniversary editorial in 1920, the Havana Post commented on the significance of 

February 15.  Its celebration showed that “Americans, Spaniards, and Cubans are now 

friends.” The editorial continued, “Americans who fought Vara de Rey and Cervera 

on the land and on the water at Santiago learned to respect Spanish valor while those 

heroes showed themselves worthy of the best days of Spanish chivalry.”88 This was 

the kind of respectful historical interpretation patriotic Spaniards could appreciate. 

The Havana Post did not demonstrate a comparable awareness of Cuban 

sensibilities regarding the Maine. The newspaper reported other kinds of political 

disagreements between Cubans and U.S. officials. For example, it described a tense 

exchange between General Emilio Nuñez, president of the Cuban Council of 

Veterans, and U.S. Secretary of State Philander Knox at a Cuban state banquet in 

April of 1912.89 However, the Havana Post presented Cuban views regarding Maine 

commemorative activities as uniformly positive. Its coverage of Cuban participation 

in U.S. commemorative activities and Cuba’s own initiatives regarding the battleship 

maintained an ‘of course’ tone that regarded such Cuban involvement as a foregone 

conclusion. The newspaper recognized that some Spaniards might express opposition 

to certain aspects of the Maine’s history, but did not extend the same awareness to 

Cubans. 

The Havana Post did criticize the Diario de la Marina and the Spanish 

community at times. For example, the Post chided the Diario de la Marina in 1920 

 
87 See chapter three. 
88 Havana Post, 16 Feb. 1915, p. 1. 
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for its opposition to U.S. policy in Mexico. The Post claimed this showed extreme 

ingratitude on the part of a newspaper that had been saved from vengeful Cubans only 

by U.S. protection. 90 Yet, it would be a mistake to make too much of this kind of 

isolated complaint. The Havana Post usually referred to the Diario de la Marina and 

other Spanish community newspapers and institutions in very respectful terms.  The 

Post was sympathetic when thieves broke into the Diario’s business office and stole 

$1000, and waxed enthusiastic about the inauguration of the Diario’s powerful new 

printing press in 1912. In addition, the “Clubs and Societies” section of the Post’s 

Special Tourist Edition described the major Spanish societies in Havana in highly 

positive terms.91 The Havana Post even forgave Adelardo Novo for his anti-

American articles, and let him use its printing press in 1912 when he lost access to his 

own press during an internal power struggle at the Diario Español.92 

The Havana Post had good commercial reasons not to offend Spanish 

community leaders. Many Spanish businesses advertised in the newspaper, especially 

ones that offered goods and services to American tourists. For example, Spanish 

banks like N. Gelats y Compañía and the Banco Español were frequent advertisers in 

the regular issues and special tourist editions. The annual deluxe tourist editions 

returned the favor by printing glowing articles about the banks, their impressive 

 
89 Havana Post, 12 April 1912, pp. 1 and 3. 
90 Cited in Louis Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” p. 384. 
91 Havana Post, 5 Feb. 1912, p. 1 and 6 April 1912, p. 2; and Havana Post Special Tourist Edition, 
Season 1910-11. 
92 Adelardo Novo, El Diario Español por dentro, p. 134. 



 

333 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
capital, and gifted management.93 During the wreck raising, Narcíso Gelats y Duvall 

served as president of N. Gelats y Co., and José Marimón was president of the Banco 

Español. Both men were leaders in the island’s Spanish community and often backed 

Spanish patriotic projects.94 Their control of advertising revenue and close ties with 

powerful Cuban politicians and American residents gave these men great influence.95  

It seems likely that the Havana Post took the views of these and similar Spanish 

community leaders seriously. 

U.S. officials in Havana, Madrid, and Washington, D.C. were also aware of 

and responsive to Spanish touchiness regarding the Maine. In 1915, the U.S. 

ambassador in Madrid, Joseph E. Willard, informed his superiors that the Madrid 

newspapers “for some weeks have commented severely on proposed erection in 

Havana under American auspices of monument to the Maine dead.” This was actually 

the Cuban project begun by President Gómez and continued by President Menocal, 

but rumors of U.S. pressure to get it built inspired criticism in Madrid. Spain’s 

Foreign Minister even called the U.S. ambassador in for a personal interview to 

protest “with some feeling against this singling out of these men from among the 

other American sailors and soldiers who lost their lives in the subsequent struggle for 

Cuban independence.” Ambassador Willard warned that the United States would 

 
93 Havana Post Special Tourist Edition, Season 1910-11 and Season 1912. 
94 See chapters two and three. 
95 For example, one of the principal leaders in Havana’s American community was Frank Steinhart. 
Among his other business interests, he served under Marimón as vice-president of the Banco Español.  
For Spanish community influence with Cuban politicians see chapter one. 
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have to act carefully in order to avoid “an unpleasant incident.”96 In 1924, a U.S. 

military attaché in Havana wrote his superiors in Washington about Tiburcio Pérez 

Castañeda’s Maine-related articles.97 Clearly, U.S. government officials knew how 

Spaniards on both sides of the Atlantic felt about commemorations of the Maine. 

U.S. diplomats took steps to placate Spanish critics. In 1915, the State 

Department sent Ambassador Willard information tailored to combat the rumors and 

protests in Madrid and instructed him that this “information may be as discretely 

disseminated as you may deem fit.” The information, mostly letters from and acts by 

the Cuban government on the subject of the monument, sought to portray the 

memorial as being purely under Cuban auspices and not in any way intended to single 

out the victims of the Maine in ways contrary to Spanish honor.98  Like the Havana 

Post, U.S. diplomats did not appear to consider whether any Cubans might oppose 

this memorial. 

The Havana Maine memorial inauguration in 1925 inspired further U.S. 

efforts to reach out to Spaniards. Early in 1925, the U.S. ambassador to Spain made a 

public gesture of conciliation when he laid a floral wreath before a monument in 

Cartagena to the Spanish soldiers and sailors who died at Cavite and Santiago in 

1898. Spain’s diplomatic representative in Havana was sufficiently moved that he 

persuaded his superiors that Spain should reciprocate with a wreath for the Havana 

 
96 Coded telegram from U.S. Ambassador Willard to Secretary of State, Madrid, 17 Nov. 1915, USDS 
837.413m28/2. 
97 W.H. Shutan, military attaché,  Havana, 12 Feb. 1924, U.S. National Archives, Military Intelligence, 
Record Group 165, M1271, row #1, 1909-41, microfilm reel 3a of M-1507, MID 2659-Q-145. 
98Robert Lansing to Ambassador Willard, Washington, D.C., 13 Dec. 1915, USDS 837.41377728/2. 
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Maine memorial’s inauguration. 99 The Diario de la Marina was also favorably 

impressed by the U.S. gesture.100  With regards to the 1925 inaugural ceremony, 

Ambassador Crowder took care that his speech and those of General Pershing and 

Admiral Dayton (the principal U.S. speakers at the Cuban ceremony) “avoided any 

reference to the origin of the Maine disaster” so as to not offend Spanish observers.101   

However, U.S. government responses to Spanish sensitivity stayed largely at 

the rhetorical level. Although they rarely went as far as Spaniards would have liked, 

these responses still reflected a significant degree of accommodation.  This 

calibration showed up clearly in the Spanish ambassador’s mixed assessment of the 

30th anniversary tribute to the explosion held at Havana’s Maine memorial in 1928. 

This event was grander than previous anniversaries, because the city was hosting the 

Sixth Pan-American Conference at the time. Consequently, Spain’s representative 

carefully scrutinized the U.S. participants’ words, and regretfully concluded that their 

speeches, “Alas, did not contain the affirmations of our Patria’s lack of responsibility 

for the catastrophe that every good Spaniard has hoped for in vain for so long.” On 

the bright side, however, the American speeches did not contain “any mortifying 

concepts for Spain.” If anything, the general tone was of “praise and deference” 

towards Spain. 102  This “praise and deference” did not fully satisfy Spaniards, but was 

 
99 Spanish legation to Foreign Minister, Havana, 21 May 1925, MAE, H2353. 
100 Diario de la Marina, 15 Feb. 1924, p. 1. 
101 Ambassador Crowder to Secretary of State, Havana, 10 March 1925, USDS 837.413M28/7. 
102 Ambassador Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 16 Feb. 1928, MAE, H2353. 
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a significant accommodation of their grievances given the power disparity between 

Spain and the United States. 

 

Cubans, the Maine, and Spanish Sensitivity 

Cubans responded to American views about the Maine in a variety of ways. 

The most common Cuban reactions encompassed a spectrum of attitudes that can be 

characterized as: open embrace, official ingratiation, tactical manipulation, veiled 

opposition, and outright hostility.  Naturally, some actions and remarks managed to 

convey more than one of these simultaneously.  Spanish interpretations of 1898 

tended to facilitate and lend support to the more critical Cuban options.  

Some middle-class Cubans in Havana sincerely embraced the Maine as a 

symbol of  progress. By recognizing their debt to the United States, Cubans could 

associate themselves with their powerful neighbor’s modernity. That the battleship 

had been a technical marvel in its day and pride of the U.S fleet probably helped in 

this regard, but was not essential. Cubans saw more in American progress than just 

technical might. Social, cultural, and economic development all represented part of 

the allure of the colossus to the North. The Maine provided one symbolic way to tap 

into this aura of progress. 

On June 30, 1899, a group of young, middle-class Cubans in Havana formed 

the “Maine Club” whose stated purpose was to play baseball “in the North American 
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style.”103 However, at this time baseball was not just a sport, but a political choice 

through which young Cubans asserted their break with the colonial past and 

manifested their desire for North American progress.104  The organizers of the “Maine 

Club” paid tribute to the past of American sacrifices on Cuba’s behalf while looking 

to the future of beneficial U.S. cultural influence. This linkage was made even more 

compelling by a historical datum: the Maine’s crew had taken great pride in their 

baseball team, of which only one player survived the explosion. 105 

Embracing the Maine as a symbol of progress persisted as an option for some 

Cubans. The “Maine club” itself lasted until 1952.106  A 1925 Spanish-language car 

ad shows that the club’s beliefs were probably not an isolated phenomena. At least, 

the U.S. car company that produced the ad believed that this particular monument and 

image would appeal to Cubans. U.S. automobile manufacturers incorporated different 

national patriotic images in their Latin American advertising in the 1920s as a way to 

tap into local sentiment and to contrast history and modernity. 107 In this particular 

instance, the ad’s use of a Havana memorial did not appeal to Cuban nationalism, for 

which a monument to a Cuban hero would have been more appropriate, but rather 

local desires to appear American.  In this ad, a gleaming Buick stands proudly before 

 
103Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Fondo de asociaciones, exp. 11974/ leg. 408. No North Americans 
appear to have been involved in this organization. The founders in 1899 and officers in 1901 all had 
Hispanic last names. 
104 Louis Pérez, On Becoming Cuban, p. 78. 
105 Photograph of “The Maine base ball club” with caption: “All blown up at Havana except no. 1 J.H. 
Bloomer,” published 2 May 1898. Library of Congress, American Memory, digital i.d. cph 3a52824. 
106 Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Fondo de asociaciones, exp. 11974/ leg. 408. 
107Conversation with Joel Wolfe, 4 Oct. 2002. 
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the monument to the Maine.108 Starting in 1899, the automobile had become the 

premiere symbol of the progress and modernity offered to Cuba by the United 

States.109 Juxtaposing a Buick and the Maine monument created a powerful image of 

Americanness available, in theory at least, to anyone with sufficient cash. [see image 

#9] 

Many Cuban politicians used attendance at anniversary events, speeches, and 

ceremonial gestures to ingratiate themselves and their country to the U.S. government 

which held powerful sway over the destinies of both. From the very first memorial 

service in 1899, Cuban officials participated in events sponsored by American 

authorities.110 Attendance by Liberal and Conservative politicians in subsequent years 

did not vary significantly, although particular political contexts did cause some 

leaders to tailor their messages for different audiences.111 

Ingratiation by Cuban officials extended beyond speeches. Other kinds of 

gestures included a personal letter from President Gómez to President Taft in 1910 

asking “the American people to grant us some part of the vessel to use as part of a 

simple, glorious monument that can serve as an eternal reminder of  the union and 

affection between the Great Republic of the United States and the Republic of Cuba.” 

President Taft sent a warm letter in response promising to fulfill the request, which 

 
108 Metropolitan Auto Company, “Por qué los automóviles Buick tienen motor de válvulas en la 
cabeza?,”  printed in the Diario de la Marina, 24 May 1925, p. 31. 
109 Louis Pérez, On Becoming Cuban, p. 336. 
110 Diario de la Marina, 15 Feb. 1899, p. 2. 
111 Specific examples of Cuban polit ical triangulation are detailed below. 



 

339 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
was in fact granted.112 Other characteristic gestures from Cuban officials included 

1200 cut roses contributed to the 1912 wreck burial by the Cuban House of 

Representatives; President Machado’s 1928 gift to President Coolidge of a marble urn 

sculpted from one of the columns of the hurricane-damaged Maine memorial; and 

official Cuban participation in various Maine-related events on the mainland.113 

Tactical manipulation of Maine-related activities represented a popular option 

across a broad arc of the Cuban political spectrum. Cuban politicians like Alfredo 

Zayas, José Miguel Gómez, and Gerardo Machado balanced ingratiation towards the 

United States with carefully calculated overtures to Spanish patriots and Cuban 

nationalists. This balance was evident in President Menocal’s choice of the ardent 

Cuban patriot and veterans’ activist General Emilio Nuñez to head his Maine 

monument commission in 1915.114 Nuñez supported the Conservative party and 

received various important posts in Menocal’s first and second administrations 

(Secretary of Agriculture and Vice-President respectively).115 However, his selection 

may have been meant to buffer the commission from charges of being slavishly pro-

American. It may also have represented a conciliatory gesture by Menocal to 

 
112 President Gómez to President Taft, Havana, 6 Dec. 1910; and Pres. Taft to Pres. Gómez, 
Washington D.C., 23 Dec. 1910.  
113 Havana Post, 15 March 1912, p. 1; Emeterio Santovenia, Memorial Book, p. 9; and Minister 
plenipotentiary Julian de Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 5 May 1913, MAE, H1431, 
Correspondencia general de legaciones 1913, no. 120. 
114 Diario de la Marina, 9 Jan. 1915, p. 1. 
115 Ana Cairo Ballester, El movimiento de veteranos y patriotas: Apuntes para un estudio ideológico 
del año 1923 (Havana: Editorial Arte y Literatura, 1976), p. 83;  William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans 
of To-Day (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1919), p. 641. 
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politically active veterans in preparation for his controversial re-election bid in 1916. 

In all, three of the committee’s four members were military men. 116 

At least one prominent Afro-Cuban leader also engaged in a tactical use of the 

Maine. In 1913, Congressman Generoso Campos Marquetti wanted to reincorporate 

Afro-Cubans into the Cuban nation after the anti-black hysteria and violence of the 

1912 Race War. As one of the few Afro-Cubans left in the House of Representatives, 

Campos Marquetti protested President Menocal’s plan to send an all-white Cuban 

military delegation to the inauguration of New York City’s Maine monument in May 

of 1913. He urged his colleagues not to fund the delegation unless it included Afro-

Cuban soldiers as well. He argued that foreign observers would be surprised by and 

critical of an all-white detachment. Moreover, the funding would come out of the 

treasury to which Afro-Cubans contributed like anyone else. Justice, moral order, 

history, and foreign opinion all suggested the need for a racially mixed delegation that 

could truly represent Cuba abroad.117 Campos Marquetti succeeded in triggering a 

fierce debate, but fell short of his goal. Indeed, some of his colleagues made it clear 

they wished that such a delicate and divisive issue had never been broached 

publicly. 118 For his part, President Menocal cavalierly mooted the debate by invoking 

 
116 The four members were General Emilio Nuñez, Colonel Charles Hernández, Dr. Clarence L. 
Marine, and Comandante Enrique Martínez. Diario de la Marina , 9 Jan. 1915, p. 1. 
117 Cuban House of Representatives, Diario de sesiones , 7 May 1913, pp. 3-4. 
118 Cuban House of Representatives, Diario de sesiones, 28 May 1913, p. 6. 
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emergency presidential powers to fund the all-white delegation, citing the need to 

get it to New York on time for the ceremony. 119  

Some Cuban nationalists used the story of the Maine to attack the value of 

Spain’s historical and cultural legacy in Cuba. One history textbook produced by a 

Cuban nationalist for Cuban schools in 1900 stressed the “barbarous inhumanity” of 

the Spanish people and maintained that “it was Spain that blew up the Maine.”120 

However, most Cuban text book authors depicted Spanish history and culture in a 

more positive light, because of their desire to sell books to the children of 

Spaniards.121 

 Cuban critics of U.S. remembrance of the Maine proved more common than 

anti-Spanish references. In late May of 1901, the Cuban newspaper Marina de Cuba 

insinuated that the United States was waffling on the explosion’s cause to deny 

benefits to survivors and dependants.122 This snide reference to U.S. ignobility was 

probably inspired by Cuban unhappiness at U.S. pressure to accept the Platt 

amendment. The Cuban constitutional assembly reluctantly agreed to pass the 

 
119 It is possible that Menocal was aware of the growing racial discrimination and violence evident in 
the United States at this time, and wanted to avoid any problems for the Cuban delegation. However, 
domestic racism and politics probably had a greater impact on his decision. Cuban House of 
Representatives, Diario de sesiones, 10 May 1913, p. 2. 
120 Cited in José Manuel Macarro Vera, “La imagen de España en Cuba,” in Rafael Sánchez Mantero et 
al., La imagen de España en América, 1898-1931 (Seville: C.S.I.C., 1994), p. 51. The textbook was by 
J. Arnau, Páginas para la historia de la Isla de Cuba (Havana: Imp. Nueva, 1900). 
121 José Manuel Macarro Vera, p. 150. 
122Reprinted in the Diario de la Marina, 28 May 1901, p.2. The Marina de Cuba does not appear on a 
list of  major Cuban periodicals compiled in 1915, and so was probably a minor newspaper. It is not 
clear what its political affiliation may have been.  Manuel F. Alonso and T. Valero Martínez (eds.), 
Cuba Before the World at the Panama-Pacific Exposition (New York: Souvenir Guide of Cuba Co., 
1915), pp. 167-172. 
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measure on June 1. Many Cuban nationalists found ways to express their displeasure 

at this imposition of qualified sovereignty in the days preceding the final vote.123  

 One of the harshest Cuban attacks on U.S. interpretations of the Maine came 

from Dr. Julio César Gandarilla in his 1913 book,  Contra el Yanqui (Against the 

Yankee). Gandarilla was a journalist from Manzanillo active in the Liberal party 

which presented him as a congressional candidate for Oriente in 1922.124 In his 1913 

work, the radical young author scoffed, “Even imbeciles know that they [i.e. the U.S. 

government] blew up their own ship so that the American people would become 

indignant and demand war.” Gandarilla also derided the 1913 New York monument’s 

inscription to the “free men who died in the war with Spain so that others could be 

free.” He noted, “This inscription is false, because the Yankees on the Maine did not 

die in the war with Spain, but rather a bit over two months before.” In his view, Cuba 

did not owe the United States any gratitude, an idea to which he devoted an entire 

chapter.125 

 Gandarilla was no friend of the Spanish community for which he, as an ardent 

Cuban nationalist, had harsh words as well.126 However, his protests of the Maine 

followed lines already laid down by Spanish sources. The idea that the U.S. had 

blown up its own vessel found expression in Spanish community sources both 

 
123 Diario de la Marina, 28 May 1901, p. 2; and Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” p. 375. 
124 Julio de Riverend, “Foreword” to Julio César Gandarilla: Contra el Yanqui: Obra de protesta contra 
la Enmienda Platt y contra la absorción y  el maquiavelismo norteamericanos  (Havana: repr. 1913, 
Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1973), p. 4. 
125Julio César Gandarilla, Contra el Yanqui: Obra de protesta contra la Enmienda Platt y contra la 
absorción y  el maquiavelismo norteamericanos  (Havana: Rambla, Bouza y Ca., 1913), pp. 16, 67. 
126 Gandarilla, pp. 19, 67, 151. 
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immediately after the explosion and again in 1912. Severing the causal link between 

the explosion and the outbreak of war in 1898 was an even more common element in 

Spanish propaganda. Gandarilla rejected many aspects of Spanish influence in Cuban 

life, but seems to have adopted dominant Spanish views regarding the Maine. More 

conservative Cubans, including a fellow Liberal reporter from Manzanillo, criticized 

the radical tenor of Gandarilla’s overall argument, but his point of view became 

widespread among many Cuban nationalists by the early 1920s.127 

Impact of Spanish Sensitivities on Cuban Politicians 

Key Cuban leaders went to greater lengths than Americans to mollify Spanish 

community elites and diplomats. Official Cuban speeches and publications on the 

subject of the Maine revealed a consistent tendency to avoid or downplay language 

that would outrage Spanish opinion.  In addition, Cuban Maine-related monument 

designs also sought to avoid offending the island’s influential Spanish elites.  

Alfredo Zayas and José Miguel Gómez employed considerable delicacy in 

their public pronouncements about the history of the Maine. Dr. Zayas was the 

Liberal party’s vice president-elect in 1908 and became president of Cuba in 1920 

after he took his faction of the Liberal party into the Conservative camp.128 In 1911, 

President Gómez chose him to speak for the Cuban government at the February 15 

anniversary, an event made grander than usual in response to the on-going U.S. wreck 

 
127 Riverend, “Foreword,” p. 8; Ana Cairo Ballester, El movimiento de veteranos y patriotas. 
128 Ana Cairo Ballester, El movimiento de veteranos y patriotas , p. 25. 
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removal project. Zayas had actually witnessed the battleship’s explosion in 1898, 

giving added power and authority to his words.   

The Zayas speech of 1911 contained several elements designed to appeal to 

Spanish sensibilities. He assured his listeners, “We, as representatives of Cuba, did 

not come here today with the soul full of rancor or memories that could produce the 

slightest wound in hearts which beat with ours under the sky of our beloved Patria.” 

The “hearts” he referred to were those of Americans and Spanish residents, because 

Zayas wished to let the “dead rest in peace and that glory accrue to the three Nations 

joined before History by the event which reunites us here today.” The “three Nations” 

were of course Spain, Cuba, and the United States. Zayas took care to praise Spanish 

heroism, a sore point for Spanish patriots given their military’s inept performance in 

1898. He noted that the war “was full of heroic acts on both sides.” He concluded by 

saying that the young Cuban republic sent its gratitude to the United States and its 

“warmth to the former metropole, the Spanish nation.”129  

Throughout his 1911 remarks, Zayas glossed over the controversial aspects of 

the 1898 explosion with well-chosen words. He avoided the question of blame by 

making use of the Spanish language’s preference for reflexive verbs.  The battleship 

“sank/buried itself (se sepultó)” beneath the waves. As for the consequences of the 

explosion, Zayas delicately referred to the “invisible hand that, call it providence or 

 
129 Reprint of Zayas speech in Diario de la Marina , 16 Feb. 1911, p. 5. 
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coincidence, let that event serve as the last drop which caused the cup of American 

agitation to overfill” and led the United States into war.130  

President Gómez, also a Liberal, did not employ Zayas’ flowery rhetoric, but 

he exercised similar political delicacy during the 1912 ceremonies marking the 

battleship’s removal from the harbor for burial at sea. In a formal proclamation, he 

explained what the Cuban government was contributing to the commemorative 

program and why, using vague, non-controversial language. The Cuban government 

was participating so actively because “inasmuch as the misfortune, which brought to 

a sudden end the lives of the Maine victims, was so important to our history as to 

make the people of Cuba owe them the greatest demonstrations of love and 

respect.”131 The term “misfortune” was a very neutral, even euphemistic, description 

of the explosion which avoided any hint of blame.  The reference “so important to our 

history” blandly left unsaid exactly why the battleship’s “misfortune” was so 

important. 

President Gómez seems to have been placed in something of an awkward 

position by the March 16 wreck removal ceremony. His need to ingratiate himself to 

the U.S. government, promote his credentials as a Cuban nationalist, and satisfy 

Spanish community financial backers were not easy to reconcile.132 Gómez appears to 

have done something for each constituency, albeit in descending order of importance. 

 
130 Ibid. 
131 Havana Post, 28 Feb. 1912, p. 2. 
132 This was an election year and José Miguel Gómez aggressively sought campaign contributions from 
Spanish merchants to whom he made a variety of promises, often of a cultural nature. Avelino 
Sanjenis, Tiburón (Havana: Lib. Hispanoamericana, 1915), pp. 22, 32, 38, 42-48, 52, 67. 
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The U.S. government had overseen the national elections which placed Gómez in 

office in 1908 and was keeping a close watch on Cuba’s turbulent political situation 

in 1912 to see if further U.S. intervention was needed.133 Consequently, the Gómez 

administration tried to show its worthiness in U.S. eyes by, among other actions, 

devoting considerable resources to the wreck removal project.  It donated security 

personnel, other labor, wharf space, and equipment for a total of in-kind contributions 

worth roughly $200,000.134 For the actual ceremony, Gómez ordered the participation 

of Cuban navy vessels, army and marine units, and military bands and had the Cuban 

flag flown at half-mast on official buildings. He also asked newspapers to print an 

open letter from him to the residents of Havana urging a big turnout to honor those 

“who perished in the unfortunate catastrophe.” 135 

President Gómez’s outreach to Cuban nationalists and Spanish patriots was 

more subtle, but nonetheless present. Most notably, he himself did not attend the 

ceremonies. Instead, he sent Havana’s mayor to represent him and declare that Cuba 

“owes the United States an Eternal debt of gratitude.”136 Although impossible to 

prove, it seems likely that Gómez did not want to associate himself too publicly with 

these sentiments, which did not sit well with Cuban nationalists or Spanish patriots.  

In addition, Gómez issued an order on March 15 prohibiting a local theater from 

showing a moving picture “portraying the blowing up of the Maine,” calling it 

 
133Political agitation by the Partido Independiente de Color was of particular concern to U.S. 
authorities. See Havana Post, March-June 1912, p. 1. 
134 Havana Post, 7 March 1911, p. 1. 
135 Havana Post, 28 Feb. 1912, p. 2 and 15 March 1912, p. 1. 
136 Havana Post,  17 March 1912, p. 2. 
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“untimely.”137 It is conceivable that Gómez simply felt the movie would be in poor 

taste given the occasion’s solemnity. It is also possible he thought closing it would 

please Spanish community leaders since the U.S.-made film rehashed Spanish 

complicity in the explosion and Cuban nationalists may not appreciated its U.S. slant 

on how Cuba became independent. The influential Cuban Council of Veterans under 

the leadership of General Emilio Nuñez, who backed the Conservative party, was 

actively promoting an anti- foreign agenda in 1912. 

President Zayas made the greatest effort by a Cuban politician to appeal to 

Spanish sensibilities on the subject of the Maine with his remarks at the Havana 

memorial ceremonies in 1924 and 1925. At the groundbreaking event in 1924, Zayas 

explicitly declared that “the Maine explosion was not the work of any treacherous 

hand, but was instead the product of the kind of coincidence that arises at times in the 

path of individuals and of nations to produce transcendental changes.”138 Zayas 

expressed similar sentiments at the monument’s inauguration in 1925.139 The Diario 

de la Marina explained that these words had powerful significance given who spoke 

them and where.  The newspaper noted, “Until now, there had never before emerged 

such a categorical declaration from the authorized lips of the president of the Cuban 

 
137 Havana Post, 16 March 1912, p. 3. 
138 Reprinted Diario de la Marina article (c. 16 Feb. 1924) attached to a letter from the Cuban Minister 
plenipotentiary, Mario García Kohly, to the royal secretary, Madrid, 14 March 1924. Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15984/21; and Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1924, p. 1. 
139 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1925, p. 1. 
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republic in an official ceremony, surrounded by his cabinet members and military 

representatives from the United States.”140 

 Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda underscored the contrast between the 1925 remarks 

by Zayas and those of General Pershing, one of the American speakers. He 

exclaimed, “How little General Pershing echoed President Zayas in terms of declaring 

the explosion a casual accident. He won’t say it even if it chokes him! However, in 

that moment chivalry obliged him to make the same declaration as President 

Zayas.”141 In this conservative Spaniard’s view, Zayas honored his Hispanic heritage 

while the U.S. speakers betrayed their ignobility. 

Spanish community leaders in general applauded the Zayas interpretation of 

the Maine’s history. In 1924, the major Spanish societies in Havana organized a 

tribute at the Teatro Nacional in Zayas’s honor and to hear him speak further about 

how he had always considered the explosion an accident and that “Spaniards may be 

strangers before the law but not in Cuban hearts.”142 Spanish community elites also 

enjoyed the positive attention Zayas’s words attracted from Spain. The Diario de la 

Marina trumpeted the fact that the royal palace and dictator Miguel Primo de Rivera 

chose to publicly express their gratitude to Zayas in open letters to the newspaper in 

1924.143 Zayas’s remarks in 1924 and expected speech in 1925 also made it politically 

palatable for Alfonso XIII to send a wreath for the monument’s inauguration and to 

 
140 Reprinted Diario de la Marina article attached to letter from García Kohly to royal secretary. 
141 Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda, La explosión del Maine, p. 321. 
142 Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1924 (Havana: Imp. La Habanera de Solana Hnos. y Ca., 
1925), p. 99. 
143 Diario de la Marina, 28 April 1924, p. 1. 
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have Spain’s diplomatic representative speak at the ceremony. 144  The royal wreath 

was 1.5 meters tall, made of white flowers, and given a place of honor at the 

ceremony. Both it and the diplomat’s remarks received very favorable coverage in 

Spanish community newspapers such as the Diario de la Marina.145  

In addition to pleasing Spanish residents, President Zayas actions at the 1924 

and 1925 Maine monument ceremonies responded to a particular Cuban political 

context of rising nationalism.  The 1921 financial crisis reawakened Cuban 

nationalism across a broad arc of society including Cuban veterans, workers, and 

young professionals.146 Some of these Cuban nationalists backed restrictions on 

Spanish jobs, but U.S. imperialism represented the principal target for these disparate 

groups to rally against, especially the Platt amendment’s infringement of Cuban 

sovereignty. 147 As an astute politician, President Zayas jumped on this bandwagon of 

ardent Cuban nationalism in 1923 while rejecting some of its more radical elements. 

Indeed, he repressed the National Association of Veterans and Patriots in October of 

1923 and again in April of 1924, at least in part because its demands angered U.S. 

officials.148  

In this context of Cuban nationalist agitation, the Zayas remarks in 1924 and 

1925 sought to bolster his Cuban patriotic credentials by gently challenging U.S. 

 
144 Ministro plenipotentiary Mariategui to Deputy Foreign Minister, Havana, 21 May 1925, MAE, 
H2353. 
145 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1925, p. 1. 
146 Luis E. Aguilar, Cuba 1933: Prologue to Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 45; 
Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1986), p. 233. 
147 Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, pp. 241, 252 
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interpretations of 1898. Major Cuban dailies such as La Prensa, El País, and El 

Mundo praised the words of President Zayas and the Spanish wreath at the 1925 

ceremony, but had less to say about the U.S. participants, a slight suggesting a desire 

for Hispanic unity versus the “Anglo-Saxons.”149 In particular, El Mundo, a daily 

seen by U.S. diplomats as moderately anti-American, chose to tease out the anti-

American subtext of Zayas’s declaration regarding the Maine.150 Its coverage of the 

event began by emphasizing the harmony between Cubans and Americans, but 

switched tone in its second paragraph to note the “difference in their ideological 

interpretations between the two peoples.” In particular, El Mundo reminded 

Americans that the battleship’s crew died “to preserve a beautiful ideal of 

regeneration that they [Americans] are duty bound to follow against any imperialistic 

impulses.” The article approved of Zayas’ siding with the Spanish interpretation of 

1898, since this allowed the newspaper to slyly repeat Spanish arguments about the 

“false claims” raised by duplicitous American elites in 1898 without having to 

acknowledge them as coming from El Mundo.151  

Faced with a shaky Cuban economy and a limited political base, President 

Zayas could not overtly antagonize the U.S. government whose backing he needed. 

However, subtle cultural challenges to “Anglo-Saxon” influence let him appeal to 

moderate Cuban nationalists and curry favor with wealthy Spanish merchants who 

 
148 Pérez, p. 243. 
149 See file of press clippings regarding the 1925 memorial inauguration. Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso 
XIII, 2332/2. 
150U.S. Envoy Enoch Crowder to Francis White, chief of the Latin American division at the State 
Department, Havana, 9 Sept. 1922, USDS 837.911/561. 
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could help him build his personal fortune.152 His Maine speeches fit into a larger 

cultural agenda of Spanish-Cuban harmony tailored to meet these imperatives. For 

example, in 1922 President Zayas formally declared October 12th a national Cuban 

holiday celebrating the discovery of America by Spain, and in 1924 the governments 

of Cuba and Spain weighed elevating the status of their respective diplomatic 

legations to embassies as a further expression of “Latin” solidarity. 153 

President Zayas had good reason to resent the U.S. government despite his 

need for U.S. backing. In 1922, his administration was desperate for new loans from 

the United States, and as a result had been forced by Enoch Crowder to accede to a 

series of ultimatums aimed at reforming the Cuban government at all levels. In June 

of 1922, Crowder humiliated Zayas by making him reorganize his cabinet which the 

U.S. envoy saw as too corrupt. In 1923, with government finances and the Cuban 

economy in better shape, Zayas happily dismissed Crowder’s “honest cabinet” and 

returned to traditional political practices involving nepotism and sweetheart deals.154 

In this context, backing the Spanish interpretation of the Maine so forcefully 

represented one way for Zayas to reassert that he was his own man.  

 
151 El Mundo, Havana, 9 March 1925, p. 1, clipping from Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 2332/2. 
152 President Zayas became notorious in Cuba for the brazenness of his corruption. In 1924, the 
powerful Spanish leader Laureano Falla Gutiérrez paid Zayas off to ensure a smooth presidential 
transition of power to Gerardo Machado. Ana Cairo Ballester, El movimiento de veteranos y patriotas, 
p. 39; Alfonso Hernández-Cata, Un cementerio en las Antillas (Madrid: 1933), p. 29. 
153 Casino Español de la Habana, Memoria 1922 (Havana: Imp. la Habanera de Solana Hnos. y Ca., 
1923), p. 10. 
154 Louis Pérez, Cuba: Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
pp. 226-229. 
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President Machado employed a similar strategy of triangulation with regards 

to the Maine. He avoided offending the pride of his Spanish financial backers while 

seeking a careful balance between praise for the United States and appeals to Cuban 

patriots. Machado prided himself on his good relations with Cuban patriots, Spanish 

community elites, and the U.S. government and business interests.155 Consequently, 

his remarks about the battleship’s history offered something for all three audiences.  

In 1928, Machado spoke at the 30th anniversary event held at the Maine 

memorial in Havana.  He observed that in 1898 the battleship “hizo explosión”(blew 

up), a very blame-neutral and descriptive way of saying the vessel simply exploded.  

This constituted a “tragic and unexpected event with extraordinary consequences in 

the history of our hemisphere.”  It contributed in “great measure to accelerating the 

end of the Spanish nation’s sovereignty over the world discovered through its 

genius.”156 This phrasing acknowledged in poetically vague terms the U.S. position 

that the Maine explosion had pushed an unwilling United States into war. At the same 

time, though, Machado managed to give Spanish “genius” credit for the discovery of 

the New World, a flattering reference to Spanish historical greatness.  Machado’s 

1928 speech also recognized Cuba’s  “unbreakable ties of affection and gratitude” to 

the United States while still asserting Cuba’s equality with its neighbor to the North. 

To emphasize the latter point, Machado gestured to the monument’s two columns 

 
155 Mr. Morris to Mr. A. Henderson, Havana, 8 June 1929, British Documents on Foreign Affairs, part 
II, series D, vol. 6, p. 75; Luis Aguilar, Cuba: 1933, p. 50; Gerardo Machado y Morales, Por la patria 
libre (Havana: Imp. de F. Verdugo, 1926). 
156 Speech by President Gerardo Machado at the Maine Memorial on 15 Feb. 1928, Archivo Nacional 
de Cuba, Secretaría de la Presidencia, “Cartas…Maine,” 14/26. 
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whose symbolism he explained as these “two columns of exactly the same 

size…show the two nations’ equality.”157  In all, Machado’s speech indicates just how 

sensitive the battleship’s legacy remained for the island’s three major patriotic 

orientations even thirty years after the Maine “blew up” and, as Zayas put it, “buried 

itself” beneath the waves. 

Designing Havana’s Monument to the Maine 

The Havana Maine memorial underwent major design changes between 1912 

and 1925. Aesthetic considerations, the internal dynamics of Cuban politics, and U.S. 

pressure to get it built were probably the factors most directly involved in this 

evolution. Yet, the difference between the initial and final designs suggests that 

Cuban awareness of Spanish sensitivity regarding the monument and the history of 

the Maine played a role as well. 

The Gómez government announced the 1912 monument design with great 

fanfare two days after the wreck was towed out to sea.158  The timing clearly sought 

to show the United States that Cuba would keep remembering the Maine even after its 

removal from the harbor. The Secretary of Public Works decreed that the 

monument’s site would be the triangle of land formed by O, Calzada and 17th streets 

at the entrance to the upper-class district of Vedado. This placement offered a good 

maritime view and contributed to urban beautification in a rapidly growing elite area. 

The Secretary decided against holding a design contest, as was customary, and simply 

 
157 Ibid. 
158 Havana Post, 18 March 1921, p. 1. 
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chose Emilio Heredia to plan the 27-foot monument. Heredia was not known as a 

leading Cuban sculptor, but he had gained public recognition for successfully 

directing the creation of the Museo Nacional between 1911 and 1913. 159 The social 

prominence of his wife, María Chavez de Heredia, may have helped his selection as 

well.  

The plan Heredia devised had several controversial features, especially his 

focus on the “moment the explosion took place.” His design included the ship’s actual 

port turret, already donated by President Taft to the Cuban government for this 

purpose.160 This massive turret with its two guns would rest on a base of hard Cuban 

stone with sculpted tongues of flame and smoke appearing above the turret to show 

the explosion. Emerging from the flames would be a marble female allegorical figure 

representing the new republic of Cuba literally arising out of the blast. Completing 

the site would be six bronze tablets showing the ship’s history: arrival in Havana, 

explosion, joint U.S. Congressional resolution regarding Cuban independence (given 

the most central placement), ghostly wreck, wreck removal project, and final burial at 

sea. Actual anchor chains from the wreck strung on pillars would encircle the 

monument site.161 [see image #10] 

 
159 Moisés Bazán de Huerta, La escultura monumental en la Habana (Cáceres: Universidad de 
Extremadura, 1994), pp. 19-25; Diario de la Marina, 18 Jan. 1913, afternoon edition, p. 3. 
160 The turret was so heavy that no derrick in Havana could lift it from the wreck site. It had to be cut 
into pieces and carted off to a storehouse for, in theory, future reassembly. Havana Post, 7 Jan. 1912, 
p. 3. 
161This description is based on a report from U.S. diplomat A.M. Braupré to the Secretary of State, 
Havana, 11 Dec. 1912, USDS 837.413m28/1. 
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Apart from its obvious aesthetic drawbacks, the cluttered 1912 design 

suffered from other limitations. Thematically, its emphasis on the moment of 

explosion was likely to offend Spanish and Cuban patriotic sensibilities. The Havana 

Post seems to have been aware of this possibility, at least with regards to the former, 

because it hastened to reassure its readers that this design was not controversial. The 

newspaper stressed that “in the allegories there will be no mention of the primary 

cause of the disaster or of anything calculated to arouse ill- feeling.”162 It is hard to 

see, however, how this monument could have avoided “ill- feeling.” Spanish 

community leaders like Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda grudgingly allowed that the victims 

of the Maine merited some kind of epitaph. 163 However, the instant of explosion as a 

commemorative subject represented a very touchy concept for Spaniards. The 

monument was also unlikely to appeal to patriotic Cubans since it denied their agency 

in gaining the island’s independence. 

It remains unclear how seriously the Liberal administration took the 1912 

project. Despite its zeal in announcing the design, the Gómez government did not 

seem to consider the monument a priority as it only projected spending $20,000 on it. 

By contrast, the U.S. Maine monument in New York’s Central Park began 

construction in 1912 with a budget of $175,000 for a 57-foot monument.164 

Moreover, budgets for major monuments in Cuba in this period usually ranged from 

 
162 Havana Post, 18 March 1912, p. 1. 
163 For this reason, Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda felt a funerary monument in Colón cemetery, where the 
sailors’ remains had originally been buried prior to repatriation, would be the most fitting Cuban 
testimonial. Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda, La explosión del Maine, p. 235. 
164 Havana Post, 16 Feb. 1912, p. 2. 
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$100,000 to $200,000.165 Whatever the Liberals’ initial ambitions, they soon 

confronted more pressing concerns in 1912 like the Race War and the transfer of 

power to the Conservative administration of Mario Menocal. Somewhere along the 

way, Heredia’s design was abandoned, doomed perhaps by an infelicitous 

combination of aesthetic, thematic, and political factors.  

The Menocal administration let planning for the Havana Maine memorial 

slide until 1915.166 Then, it formed a monument planning committee on January 8 

under the direction of the Secretary of Agriculture, Emilio Nuñez, who Menocal 

chose, as mentioned previously, for his patriotic and political credentials rather than 

his aesthetic awareness.167  It is possible that President Menocal set up this committee 

in response to U.S. preparations for the dedication of the National Maine Memorial in 

Arlington Cemetery on February 15, 1915. At least, the Havana Post made the 

connection between the two memorials quite pointedly. It praised the Arlington 

memorial as a “handsome monument which a nation has erected to their memory.” It 

continued in the next sentence, “No monument, as yet, commemorates in Havana the 

sinking of that noble, and in the estimation of many, history-making ship. But there 

 
165 Moisés Bazán de Huerta, La escultura monumental en la Habana, p. 28. 
166 A Spanish diplomat attributed this delay to Cuban public apathy about the Maine, but domestic 
political turmoil in Cuba and international events may have caused it instead (or as well). Minister 
plenipotentiary Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana,  31 Oct. 1915, MAE, H2352, 1913/1920, 
1914-1915 packet. 
167 Diario de la Marina, 9 Jan. 1915, p. 1. Emilio Nuñez was educated as a dental surgeon. William 
Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans To-day, p. 640. 
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will be one some time. Affairs move slowly in Cuba, but they move nevertheless 

surely.”168   

The Menocal committee’s actions suggest that it was not in fact the result of a 

slow evolution, but rather a hasty and not well-thought-out impulse by the 

Conservative administration. The four committee members initially voted to seek a 

credit of “no less than 3000 pesos” to build the monument from the Cuban House of 

Representatives, an absurdly low sum. 169 By September 1915, this budget had 

increased to a more plausible, but still overly modest, 40,000 pesos. The final cost of 

the 1925 monument was 116,000 dollars (four times the 1915 amount) and the 

surrounding Maine Plaza completed in 1928 cost an additional 110,000 dollars.170 

By the fall of 1915, the monument committee was in full swing, stung into 

action by pressure from Americans upset at the continued lack of a monument in 

Cuba.171  Indeed, the committee was sufficiently active that it generated negative 

press in Madrid and prompted the American ambassador there to warn his superiors, 

“The erection of this monument would open an old wound which is rapidly 

healing.”172  The committee forged ahead, accepting entries for an international 

design competition. The leading candidate as of 1916 was a much simpler conception 

than Heredia’s baroque design of 1912. This one made the turret the sole focus of the 

monument, raising it up on a pedestal. According to the Heraldo de Cuba, this 

 
168 Havana Post, 15 Feb. 1915, p. 4. 
169 Diario de la Marina, 9 Jan. 1915, p. 1. 
170 Diario de la Marina, 30 Sept. 1915, p. 1; Santovenia, pp. 122-123. 
171 Diario de la Marina, 30 Sept. 1915, p. 1. 
172 Ambassador Willard to Secretary of State, Madrid, 17 Nov. 1915, USDS 837.413M28/2. 
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design’s “simplicity made it beautiful and favorably impressed the jury,” elevating it 

as the design to beat.173 [see image #11] 

The final, successful monument design in 1919 de-emphasized the explosion 

and the wreck. While not entirely welcomed by the Spanish community, this 

version’s message were less likely to ignite controversy than previous conceptions. 

The turret was finally taken out of the equation. Instead, the designer, Cuban architect 

Félix Cabarrocas, incorporated its two guns into the memorial but only as low-key, 

lateral elements at the base of the monument. They do not jut out in bellicose fashion 

like the 1912 design. In addition, the principal inscription read “From the Cuban 

people to the Victims of the Maine,” a relatively non-controversial phrase. [see 

images #12 and # 13] 

In a further gesture of tri-national concord, the bronze American eagle on top 

of the monument was crafted by Moisés de la Huerta, a Spanish sculptor based in 

Bilbao.174 The nationality of a monument’s designer and sculptor were often 

considered part of a work’s meaning during this time. Indeed, shortly before winning 

the Maine contract, Moisés de la Huerta had been denied a more lucrative Cuban 

design contest victory for a monument to the Liberation Army General Máximo 

Gómez, precisely because of de la Huerta’s nationality. 175  Moisés de la Huerta also 

sculpted the Maine monument’s two central allegories: the frontal “Naturaleza” 

 
173 Heraldo de Cuba, Havana, 13 Feb. 1916, p. 1. It is not clear from the article what features the other 
designs included. 
174 Moisés de la Huerta received important commissions as a sculptor, architect and painter in the 
Basque country and Cuba. See Moisés Bazán de Huerta, El escultor Moisés de Huerta, 1881-1962 
(Bilbao: Bilbao Bizkaia Kutxa, 1992). 
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showed a sorrowing matron holding the bodies of two victims; and “Fraternidad” on 

the monument’s back side depicted two standing female figures representing the 

United States and Cuba.176  

The Diario de la Marina accepted the 1925 Maine memorial as a contribution 

to Havana’s civic embellishment. The newspaper even described it as “truly 

splendid.” The involvement of a sculptor from Spain helped make the monument 

more palatable to the Diario de la Marina. In its inauguration coverage, the 

newspaper never mentioned Moisés de la Huerta by name, but it only highlighted 

three of the monument’s design elements: the three created by the Spanish sculptor.177  

Beyond aesthetics, the Diario de la Marina seems to have made its peace with 

the memorial. The gracious declarations of President Zayas combined with the work 

by Cabarrocas and de la Huerta to produce a monument acceptable to many Spanish 

and Cuban patriots. Certainly, some voices in the Spanish community continued to 

protest the Maine memorial. 178 However, the influential Diario de la Marina 

probably spoke for many Spanish residents when it concluded, “In another country 

and time, the monument to the victims of the Maine might have become a pyre 

perpetually destined to keep hatreds, rancor, and international rivalries simmering as 

an expression of ‘Remember the Maine’ in its hardest, most aggressive and vexing 

form.” Fortunately, Cuba had seen fit to infuse its monument with a “truly cordial, 

 
175Moisés Bazán de Huerta, El escultor Moisés de Huerta, p. 129. 
176 Moisés Bazán de Huerta, El escultor Moisés de Huerta, p. 147. 
177 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1925, p. 1. 
178 See the 1928 counter-monument proposal in the following section. 
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enthusiastic and generous spirit.”179 In the final version of the Havana Maine 

memorial, the Cuban government made significant and well- received 

accommodations for Spanish sensibilities.  This accommodation fit well with the 

general responsiveness shown by Cuban leaders to Spanish fears about historical 

interpretations of 1898 which cast aspersions on Spanish national honor.  

The monument also sought to appeal to Cuban patriots.  President Machado’s 

1928 observation about how this monument portrayed Cuba and the United States as 

equals expressed the moderate nationalism of Cuba’s presidents.180 These leaders and 

indeed many Cuban elites asserted Cuba’s independence from the United States, but 

were still eager to retain U.S. protection and favor. Of course, more radical Cuban 

nationalists tended to reject such formulations as too timid, and Cuban intellectuals in 

the 1930s and 1940s actively wrote books and articles to counter U.S. interpretations 

of the battleship’s historical and political significance.181 These intellectuals did not, 

however, directly attack Cabarrocas’ monument. That challenge would be taken up 

by Fidel Castro’s revolutionary government in 1961 when it broke De la Huerta’s 

eagle off the monument and rewrote the inscription to read: “To the Victims of the 

Maine, Sacrificed for Voracious American Imperialism in its Efforts to Take Control 

of Cuba.”182 

 
179 Diario de la Marina, 9 March 1925, p. 2. 
180 President Gerardo Machado, speech at the Maine Memorial, 15 Feb. 1928, Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba, Secretaría de la Presidencia, “Cartas…Maine,” 14/26. 
181 Louis Pérez, The War of 1898, p. 126. 
182 This second eagle, replaced after the 1926 hurricane, proved difficult to dislodge and was broken 
off in two halves which ended up on display at Havana’s Museum of the City. Its head, however, 
decorates the wall of the snack bar in the U.S. Interests Section. Tom Miller, p. 56. 
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Spanish Solidarity on the Issue of the Maine  

With the Havana monument solidly in place, some Spanish residents pushed 

for a counter-monument in 1928. On the 30th anniversary of the Maine explosion, a 

group of Spaniards in Guantánamo proposed erecting a memorial to the Spanish 

colonial period in juxtaposition to the Havana monument’s recently refurbished plaza.  

The Nova Catalunya sneered at this idea as a “foolish” and “indiscrete” attempt to 

raise a “monument and a park to the Spanish colonial soldier.”183 A more tempered 

response by a Spanish diplomat noted that the proposal involved a public subscription 

to create a park next to the Maine monument “which would perpetuate the history of 

Spain in the discovery and civilization of Cuba.” He reported, however, that the 

initiative represented an “isolated expression of a desire with little resonance, 

incapable of being realized during the current times.”184  

Economic woes, political upheaval, waning immigration, and the growth of an 

exalted Cuban nationalism hostile to Spanish patriotism were all part of the 

restraining influence of the “current times” referred to by the diplomat in 1928. More 

importantly, however, Spanish community opposition to the Maine ebbed after 1925 

because of the successful impact of Spanish lobbying on Cuban ceremonies involving 

the Havana monument. 

 
183 Nova Catalunya , Feb. 1928, p. 6. In keeping with its general disdain for Spanish patriotism (see 
chapter five), this pro-Catalan separatist magazine did not join Spanish community protests of the 
Maine. See, for example, Nova Catalunya, April 1925. 
184Ambassador Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 23 Feb. 1928, MAE, H2353. 
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The peak periods of Spanish opposition to commemorative activities 

involving the Maine took place between 1898 and 1925 with some lesser efforts 

beyond that point. Through subtle sniping and more direct challenges, Spanish 

community propaganda argued that U.S. claims regarding the Maine should not be 

taken seriously by Spaniards, Cubans, and international opinion. This propaganda 

was devised and spread primarily by Spanish elites residing in Havana, although 

Spanish community centers in other parts of Cuba often expressed their support.   

Many Spanish residents did not take part in these campaigns. Catalan 

nationalists did not, because they opposed conservative Spanish patriots, and did not 

see themselves as linked to any of the colonial past’s negative aspects (see chapter 

five).  In addition, anarchist newspapers in Cuba did not typically concern themselves 

with the Maine, since they viewed Spanish, Cuban and U.S. patriotic projects as all 

morally bankrupt and dangerous for worker solidarity. 185  In general, Spanish 

working-class interest in the battleship was expressed principally through pragmatic 

efforts to benefit economically from it. Spanish laborers worked on the wreck 

removal project and also made money ferrying tourists to the site.186  

It is certainly possible, even likely, that many relatively humble readers of 

Spanish community newspapers appreciated their jibes at U.S. commemorations of 

1898. Unfortunately, the historical record does not shed much light on how issues of 

 
185 This assertion is based on the absence of comments about February 15 celebrations in anarchist 
newspapers in Cuba like Tierra and Rebelión. For general anarchist hostility to “bourgeois” patriotic 
symbols and projects, see chapter five. 
186 Havana Post, 26 March 1911, p.1; and Xosé Neira Vilas,  Memoria da emigración, vol. 2 (A 
Coruña: Ediciones Do Castro, 1995), p. 300. 
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class and ethnicity intersected within the Spanish community on the issue of the ill-

fated battleship. What is clear is that elite Spanish residents of Havana were the most 

actively engaged sector of the island’s Spanish community when it came to debating 

the meaning of the Maine.  They faced the battleship’s legacy most directly because 

of anti-Spanish accusations included in U.S. versions of 1898 and their proximity to 

the wreck, anniversary events, and monument.  These Spanish elites also possessed 

the greatest political, economic, and media resources of any Spanish collective in 

Cuba. 

Many influential Spaniards back on the peninsula shared the Maine-related 

protests of Spanish community leaders in Havana. In 1898, newspapers in Spain went 

to great lengths to counter U.S. yellow journalism about the explosion. 187 Post-war 

reactions continued in a similar vein in much of the peninsula. In a typical example, 

one military historian gave a talk in 1899 at an atheneum in the province of Badajoz 

in which he lambasted the ignoble way imperialistic U.S. leaders had manipula ted 

American public opinion to drum up war fever. The irate colonel exclaimed, “Only in 

this way could that people [i.e. Americans] come to believe the hateful balderdash 

that the ever-noble Spain…had caused the terrible wreck.” 188 In the following 

 
187 Isabel Tajahuerce Angel, “La Correspondencia de España, El Imparcial y El Liberal frente al 
sensacionalismo americano,” in Mirta Nuñez Díaz-Balart (ed.), El día después: España y sus ex-
colonias tras el Desastre del 98 (Madrid: Argés, 1998). 
188 Col. Florencio Leon Gutierrez, “España sin sus colonias” (Seville: Imp. de Manuel Hidalgo, 1899). 
Reprinted in Fernando T. Pérez González , España sin sus colonias: El Desastre del 98 visto desde 
Extremadura por un militar (Cáceres: Cicon Ediciones, 1999), p. 78. 
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decades a wide array of histories, memoirs and other accounts were published in 

Spain to promote Spanish interpretations of the events of 1898.189  

U.S. and Cuban commemorations of the Maine received particular attention 

and reproach in Spain. In 1926, the Seville paper La Unión even snickered at the 

hurricane damage suffered by the Maine memorial in Havana and urged that the 

monument not be rebuilt.190 Spanish government officials proved especially active on 

the subject of the Maine. Between 1898 and 1928, political elites in Madrid 

frequently pestered U.S. diplomats about Maine-related events in the United States 

and Cuba, and Spanish diplomats in Havana and Washington, D.C., also carefully 

observed and frequently complained about these commemorative activities.191 

Alfonso XIII and his staff demonstrated a keen interest in the battleship’s 

commemorative activities in Cuba.  In 1911, the royal secretary received with 

gratitude an extensive report about the wreck extraction from a Spanish resident in 

Havana.192 The palace also coordinated carefully with Spanish diplomats in 1925 on 

the touchy issue of whether the king should send a floral wreath for the inaugural 

 
189 Yanelet Castillo Ramírez et al., La crisis  del 98: Bibliografías de historia de España, no. 8 (Madrid: 
CINDOC, 1998), pp. 185-216. 
190 U.S. vice-consul Edward E. Silvers to Secretary of State, Seville, 9 Nov. 1926, USDS 737.52. 
191 Minister plenipotentiary Arroyo to Foreign Minister, Havana, 5 May 1913, MAE 1431, 
correspondencia general de legación 1913; Confidential telegram from Ambassador Willard to 
Secretary of State, Madrid, 17 Nov. 1915, USDS 837.413M28/2; U.S. Chargé d’Affaires in Madrid to 
Miguel Villanueva,  Spanish Foreign Minister, Madrid, 10 Jan. 1916, MAE H2352; Cuban Minister 
plenipotentiary de Cuba Mario García Kohly to President of the Military Directorate Miguel Primo de 
Rivera, Madrid, 14 March 1924, MAE, H1432; U.S. Ambassador Enoch Crowder to Secretary of 
State, Havana, 10 March 1925, USDS 837.413M28/7; Spanish Ambassador Alejandro Padillo to 
Secretary of State, Washington, D.C., 1 April 1927, MAE H2353; Ambassador Padillo to Foreign 
Minister, Washington, D.C., 20 Feb. 1928, MAE, H2353. 
192 Javier Resines to royal secretary Emilio de Torres, Havana, 7 Aug. 1911, Archivo Real, Fondo 
Alfonso XIII, 15620/16. 
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ceremony of Havana’s Maine monument.193 The royal preoccupation with the Maine 

was well known at the time.  In 1908, the British travel writer and photographer 

Albert Calvert sought a high royal honor, the Gran Cruz de Isabel la Católica, from 

the Spanish crown for his services in disseminating information about Spain’s 

historical and cultural glories. The process dragged on without success until he 

thought to add to his petition a copy of a letter he had written to a London newspaper 

defending the Spanish government’s position on the Maine.194  

Tiburcio Pérez Castañeda’s Maine-related efforts were also appreciated by the 

crown. In 1925, the royal secretary wrote to tell him that “You are particularly made 

known to the king for the extensive labor you have devoted to redeeming our beloved 

patria from the insidious calumnies against which you have given such eloquent and 

brilliant expression in the notable book La explosión del Maine y la guerra de los 

Estados Unidos con España.”195 This was a warm response; most Spaniards in Cuba 

who communicated with the palace received either no reply or a brief form letter.  

Between 1898 and 1928, Spaniards on both sides of the Atlantic countered 

U.S. historical interpretations of the U.S.S. Maine. The active role Spanish residents 

of Cuba played in this endeavor was welcomed back in Spain which also produced its 

own criticisms of 1898. Often divided on other subjects such as immigration laws and 

 
193 Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso  XIII, 2332/2. 
194 Archivo Real, Fondo Alfonso XIII, 12,418/4. 
195 Royal secretary Emilio de Torres to Tiburcio Castañeda, Madrid, 31 July 1925, Archivo Real, 
Fondo Alfonso XIII, 15385/1. 
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tariffs, insular and peninsular Spaniards shared a similar and mutually-reinforcing 

sensitivity regarding remembrance of the Maine in Cuba and the United States. 

 

Conclusion 

After February 15, 1898, many groups and individuals wanted their piece of 

the Maine. This was true in the literal sense that the wreck was scavenged for 

mementos which ended up in American and Cuban hands. More importantly, it was 

also figuratively true as various entities jockeyed to place their own spin on the 

vessel’s historical significance.  

The U.S. government and American community in Havana sought to craft the 

ship’s story into one of sacrifice and noblesse oblige that could legitimize American 

influence in Cuba. In 1902, for example, U.S. Senator Platt foresaw Cuba bound to 

the United States, not just by the amendment which bore his name, but also by “the 

sentiment of gratitude.”196  The victims of the Maine became one of the principal 

emblems of this gratitude. As the 1913 New York monument to the Maine declared, 

they died “in the war with Spain, so that others [i.e. Cubans] might be free.”  

 Americans did not, however, have things all their way. Complications 

emerged, because remembrance of the Maine involved three nations, not just two. 

The propaganda and adroit lobbying of Spanish community elites in Havana and the 

Spanish government must be factored in as well.  Spaniards caused American to take 

Spanish sensibilities into account, especially with regards to the 1925 Havana 
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memorial to the Maine. Cuban politicians also responded to these Spanish historical 

concerns to consolidate ties with wealthy Spanish political backers and to 

demonstrate their freedom of action vis-à-vis the United States. 

Ultimately, the Diario de la Marina never got its 1912 wish that the ill- fated 

battleship be disregarded and unremembered. This sentiment would have had the 

memory of the Maine dismembered and buried at sea with the wreck. The United 

States and Cuba, if in different ways, had too much popular sentiment and political 

legitimacy invested in the warship for that to happen. However, Spanish residents and  

government officials did successfully assert a significant influence over how 

Americans and Cubans commemorated the Maine in Cuba between 1899 and 1928. 

 

 

 
196 Cited in Pérez, “Incurring a Debt of Gratitude,” p. 383. 
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Chapter Seven: “Healing the Nation - Cuban Middle-Class Medical Patriotism 

and Spanish Mutual Aid Societies” 
  

On November 27, 1872, a group of Cuban students crept at dawn through 

cold, silent streets to post a broadsheet on Madrid’s palaces and churches. José Martí 

had written it to force the capital’s elites to remember the “stigma of a national 

shame” – the execution in Havana one year earlier of eight Cuban medical students 

and the imprisonment of thirty-five others on false charges of grave desecration. 1  

Beginning with that first anniversary, the medical student martyrs became a central 

feature of Cuban civil religion and helped give Cuban patriotism its uniquely medical 

cast. 

Cubans developed Latin America’s strongest tradition of “medical 

patriotism,”  defined here as the salience of doctors as defenders and definers of the 

nation. Medical aspects loomed large in the island’s civil religion and politics. 

Several major Cuban heroes had medical backgrounds, most notably the students 

martyrs of 1871 and researcher Carlos J. Finlay whose yellow fever discoveries 

earned him enduring twentieth-century fame. In addition, public health and eugenic 

immigration policies emerged as central priorities for the Cuban republic because of 

the Platt amendment’s sanitation clause and because Cuban elites wanted to whiten 

the island’s population. 2 However, despite the subject’s importance, only isolated 

 
1Martí wrote the broadsheet for his friend Fermín Valdés-Domínguez, one of the imprisoned students. 
Luis Felipe Le Roy y Gálvez, A cien años del 71: El fusilamiento de los estudiantes   (Havana: 
Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1971), pp. 150-151.  
2 In article five of the Platt amendment to the 1901 Cuban constitution, the U.S. government reserved 
the right to intervene again in Cuba if Cubans failed to create adequate public health conditions. Luis 
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components of Cuban medical patriotism have received scholarly attention. 3 

Building on these works, this chapter focuses on the interactions between Cuban 

nationalism and the Spanish community from 1898 to the early 1930s.  

Other Latin American countries developed their own forms of medical 

patriotism but to a lesser degree. In late nineteenth-century Brazil, for example, 

nationalistic doctors developed a school of tropical medicine to contest European and 

U.S. stereotypes of Brazilian racial inferiority. More broadly, elites in most of modern 

Latin America prior to World War II tried to create eugenically ‘sound’ populations 

through immigration and public health policies usually involving national medical 

personnel. Medical patriotism, moreover, did not have to follow a top-down path. 

Popular classes in Peru and other countries applied their own notions of medical 

patriotism to resist sanitation campaigns imposed by foreign entities like the 

Rockefeller Foundation. 4  Ultimately, however, no  country in Latin America 

matched Cuba’s combination of medical heroes and preoccupation with sanitation 

and eugenics. Moreover, the lateness of Cuban independence meant that debates 

 
Machado y Ortega, La enmienda Platt: estudio de su alcance y interpretación y doctrina sobre su 
aplicación  (Havana: El Siglo XX, 1922), p. 41.  For the racial concerns of Cuban elites see Consuelo 
Naranjo Orovio and Armando Ga rcía González,  Medicina y racismo en Cuba (La Laguna, Tenerife: 
Centro de la Cultura Popular Canaria, 1996). 
3 Immigration, Finlay’s discoveries, and the Cuban medical community’s ties to the Pan-American 
eugenics movement have received some study. See Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Armando García 
González, Medicina y racismo en Cuba; Nancy Stepan, “The Interplay Between Socio-Economic 
Factors and Medical Science: Yellow Fever Research, Cuba and the United States” in Social Studies of 
Science (London, SAGE), vol. 8 (1978); and Nancy Stepan, Hour of Eugenics: Race, Gender, and 
Nation in Latin America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991). 
4 Julyan G. Peard, Race, Place, and Medicine: The Idea of the Tropics in Nineteenth-Century Brazilian 
Medicine  (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999);  Madel Luz,  Medicina e ordem política brasileira: 
políticas e instituiçoes de saúde 1850-1930 (Rio de Janeiro: Graal, 1982); Nancy Stepan, The Hour of 
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about Cuba’s public health system involved doctors who had actually fought against 

Spain, giving them unparalleled patriotic credentials. 

 One peculiarity of Cuba’s health system intersected oddly, and at times 

violently, with this medical patriotism. The island’s medical market was dominated 

by massive Spanish mutual aid societies whose leadership and cultural activities 

remained closely linked to Spanish patriotism under the Cuban republic. This private 

health care system came under economic strain during the Great Depression, 

triggering a series of clashes between the Federación Médica (FM hereafter), a 

professional organization of Cuban doctors, and the predominantly Spanish Unión 

General de Sociedades Mutualistas (UGSM), a coalition of mutual aid societies.5 

Some of the most notorious incidents in this fight included doctors’ strikes, brawls at 

hospitals, bomb-throwing, and a September 1933 protest march in Havana by 40,000 

mostly upper and middle-class Spaniards. The conflict began in 1926, reached all of 

the island’s major cities and towns, and was not fully resolved until 1944. 

 This chapter uses medical patriotism to show the degree to which the island’s 

Spanish community successfully influenced Cuban nationalism. Medical patriotism 

was one of the aspects of Cuban nationalism most likely to cause problems for the 

Spanish community, because health care constituted the principal activity of the 

 
Eugenics;  and Marcos Cueto, “Sanitation from Above: Yellow Fever and Foreign Intervention in 
Peru, 1919-1922” in Hispanic American Historical Review, February 1992. 
5 Both groups underwent name changes at various points in the conflict but the principal actors and 
agendas remained essentially the same. The UGSM, for example, was not formally created until 1932, 
but there was little practical difference between it and its precursor, the Comité de Sociedades 
Españolas. For the sake of simplicity, the terms FM and UGSM will be used to refer to the two sides. 
However, organizational changes are noted where relevant in the chapter’s second half. 
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major Spanish societies. Yet, the FM largely failed in its efforts to use medical 

patriotism to turn public opinion and government officials against the Spanish 

societies, even during a period when these organizations were severely weakened by 

the Great Depression and political upheaval in Spain. Spanish community leaders 

appropriated enough of the mantle of medical patriotism to portray their mutual aid 

societies and hospitals as a positive good for the Cuban nation. In the process, they 

helped make anti-Spanish rhetoric an unacceptable element in ‘civilized’ elite public 

discourse. 

 The chapter starts by tracing the development of the core components of 

Cuban medical patriotism from 1871 to 1933 to show how the claims of Cuban 

doctors and Spanish societies to this tradition began to clash in the early 1920s. The 

chapter’s second section briefly analyzes the economic and demographic factors that 

triggered a full-scale power struggle between the FM and the UGSM after 1926. After 

providing this context, the chapter focuses on the tactics and rhetoric used by the FM 

and the UGSM during their bitter twenty-year fight. To a surprising degree, the 

Spanish societies kept the FM from turning medical patriotism to its advantage. 

 

Medical Patriotism 
 
 This section traces the origins and development of the key components of 

Cuban medical patriotism. It begins with the medical student martyrs because they 

were the first of these elements to emerge and the most important for Cuban civil 



  

372 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
religion. The remainder of the section analyzes two aspects of the politics of 

medicine under the republic: Cuban tributes to Carlos Finlay as part of a larger 

opposition to the Platt amendment; and efforts by Cuban doctors to defend their 

nation by force of arms and eugenic ideals. Each subsection ends with a brief 

discussion of how Spanish community leaders and institutions reacted to that 

particular facet of Cuban medical patriotism. Both Cuban doctors and Spanish 

community leaders found ways to use medical patriotism to assert their importance 

for the Cuban nation. These claims coexisted harmoniously until the 1920s when they 

began to diverge and clash. 

 

The Medical Student Martyrs 

 The tragic fate of the medical student martyrs in 1871 contained all of the 

elements needed to make them a rallying symbol for Cubans who sought 

independence from Spain. During the Ten Years’ War (1868-1878), the defenders of 

Spanish colonialism were enraged by a series of creole displays of support in Havana 

for Cuban freedom fighters in Eastern Cuba.6 This anger boiled over when a caretaker 

began a rumor that creole medical students at the University of Havana had 

desecrated the grave of a Spanish journalist known in Cuba as a champion of the 

predominantly working-class Spanish militia, the voluntarios. This story was later 

disproved in 1887 when the journalist’s son allowed the tomb to be opened for 

inspection, but in 1871 it received official sanction when Havana’s civil governor 
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arrested the entire medical class. Many contemporaries, both Spanish and Cuban, 

later accused this official of using the rumor as a pretext to extort bribes from the 

students’ affluent families.7  

If the civil governor acted to line his pockets, a common practice at the time, 

the affair soon spiraled out of his control. The outraged voluntarios took to the streets 

to force authorities to punish the students. A weak interim Captain General caved in 

to these threats and agreed to immediately convene a military court-martial that 

included militia representatives backed by a mob of their fellows. Only one member 

of the tribunal, army captain Frederic Capdevila, had the courage to defy the mob and 

defend the students.8 

 Under these circumstances, the students did not receive a fair trial, and eight 

were selected for execution. This number had more to do with satisfying the 

voluntarios than any real connection to the supposed crime. One of the eight had not 

even been in Havana on the day of the alleged tomb desecration. 9 Thirty-five students 

received jail sentences of varying lengths depending on their age. Only two were 

released. On November 27, 1871, the eight were escorted to the Punta, put against the 

 
6 Le Roy, A cien años del 71,  pp. 25, 31-33. 
7 Juan Antonio Castillo, Dos palabras acerca de la obra publicada por el Sr. Don Fermín Valdés-
Domínguez (Havana: 1887), pp. 13-15. The author was a former voluntario. 
8 Some voluntarios were so upset at Capdevila that they tried to injure him. A friend and fellow army 
officer saved his life by pushing him into an interior room. Ramón Martínez Martínez, Biografías de 
personajes de Cuba injustamente olvidados: Capdevila  (Santiago de Cuba: Tip. Arroyo, 1938). 
9 Le Roy, p. 20. 
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wall of the barracks there, and shot. Their bodies were then hauled to a common 

grave and thrown down in a criss-cross pattern to symbolize their “treachery.”10 

 Their youth and manifest innocence made the medical student martyrs a 

potent rallying symbol for the independence cause. As one of the imprisoned 

students, Fermín Valdés-Domínguez took the lead in denouncing the 1871 travesty 

after he was released from jail and quietly exiled to Spain in 1872. He followed his 

1872 broadsheet with a published account of the affair printed in 1873 in Madrid. He 

reprinted this book in Havana in two editions in 1887 to raise money for a mausoleum 

to the eight in Colón cemetery. By 1890, he had raised 20,860 gold pesos through 

sales and donations, enough to build what was then the cemetery’s most elaborate 

funerary monument.11 

The 1871 trial and executions were too blatant a miscarriage of justice for 

Spaniards to easily refute. In 1887 a former voluntario named Juan Castillo tried to 

defend his comrades in print from Fermín Valdés-Domínguez’s accusations, but he 

did not achieve much success.  Juan Castillo complained that compared to Fermín 

Valdés-Domínguez’s account “bloodthirsty hyenas…would appear less cruel and 

would merit more respect than Havana’s voluntarios.” Yet, he had to admit that many 

voluntarios had in fact acted inappropriately. The best Castillo could do was try to 

reduce the number of guilty voluntarios and to blame the civil governor’s greed for 

triggering the voluntarios’ anger in the first place with a false story.  Even putting the 

 
10 Irene Wright, Cuba (New York: Macmillan Company, 1912), p. 43. 
11 Le Roy, p. 9. 
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best possible light on the voluntarios’ actions, Castillo could not deny that venality 

and violence by key elements of the colonial regime had led to injustice.12 

Unsurprisingly, most Spanish officials and residents reacted to the events of 

November 1871 with embarrassment or nervousness. In 1872, King Amadeo 

pardoned the imprisoned students who were then shipped off to Spain to protect them 

from the voluntarios.13 Later colonial administrations permitted homages in Cuba to 

the eight but kept a wary eye on them. For example, colonial authorities became 

anxious about annual rites at the students’ funerary monument because of their 

subversive potential, and they made sure that the November 27 anniversary in 1890 

was a subdued affair. The Unión Constitucional and the Diario de la Marina 

contributed to this silence by not mentioning the 1890 event which only the more 

moderate autonomist newspaper El País covered.14 

Cuban patriots used the forbearance of colonial officials to remember the 

eight.15  For example, Manuel Sanguily, a prominent advocate of Cuban 

independence, spoke about the importance of the martyrs in 1887 at the Círculo de la 

Juventud Liberal in Matanzas. In his view, the memory of November 27 served the 

“noble purpose” of raising Cubans’ awareness of themselves as a people and of their 

 
12 Juan Castillo, “Dos Palabras,”  pp. 7, 21-22. 
13 Le Roy, p. 20. 
14 Le Roy, pp. 167-169. The stance of El País on this issue vented the disillusionment felt by 
autonomist party supporters at this time over peninsular Spaniards’ increasing dominance of the 
island’s politics and economy. Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, 1902-1934 (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1986), p. 18. 
15 On the island, colonial authorities often granted a degree of leeway on this topic following the end of 
the Ten Years’ War. Until 1890, Cubans could usually celebrate the memory and innocence of the 
students as long as they took care not to attack Spain or Spaniards overtly. 
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rights. More slyly, Sanguily also used the students to question the legitimacy of 

Spanish colonialism. He assured his audience, “Be certain that I do not pretend to 

denigrate the Spaniards, nor the Spanish nation.” However, he continued, “If 

Spaniards were the sacrificers, logically and legally these could not truly represent 

Spain,” even if the disorderly voluntarios had shouted “Long Live Spain!” while 

committing their crime. Sanguily included just enough qualifiers to avoid problems 

with colonial officials, but the emphasis on the “sacrificers” suggested his true intent 

was to tar Spanish rule with the events of 1871.16  

Cubans in exile proved more outspoken in their use of the student martyrs. In 

1887, the Spanish consul in Key West reported that the Club Independiente was using 

the November 27 anniversary to “create enthusiasm and raise the spirits” of an exile 

community “somewhat disheartened by the fact that Cuba continues being 

Spanish.”17 The Club Independiente held their event at the Oddfellows Hall on 

November 27 with symbols, speeches, and poetry readings intended to leave the 

audience with a “vivid recollection of that horrible slaughter which brought eternal 

opprobrium upon Spain.” To reinforce this memory, the stage featured a black-draped 

catafalque facing the public with pictures of the eight “children sacrificed to the 

 
16 Manuel Sanguily, “El monumento a los estudiantes fusilados,” in Cuba Contemporánea, vol. 27, 
1925, pp. 192 and 196. The speech was originally given on 9 April 1887. It was reprinted in 1925 after 
his death. 
17 Consul Joaquín M. Torroja to Foreign Minister, Key West, 30 Nov. 1887, MAE, H1868. 
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ambition of the despot” along with eight white crowns bearing their names. A Cuban 

flag hung proudly overhead behind the catafalque.18 

The student martyrs served the liberation cause in a variety of locales. Ybor 

City hosted an anniversary event in 1886 similar to the one discussed above.19 In 

1891, the Liceo Cubano in Tampa organized a anniversary homage as well. In 1896, 

after the outbreak of the Cuban Independence War, Cuban patriots held a high-profile 

event in New York City’s Chickering Hall which featured two of the surviving 

students along with Manuel Sanguily and philosopher Enrique José Varona.20  El 

Cubano Libre, a newspaper published in rebel territory in Cuba, devoted its entire 

front page in 1897 to pictures of the eight, described as the “Medical Students 

Assassinated by Voluntarios in Havana in 1871.”21 

The students continued to occupy a prominent place in the Cuban pantheon of 

heroes and martyrs even after the end of Spanish rule. In 1899, Cuban veterans, 

political leaders, and students organized a series of events in Havana to celebrate 

November 27, an anniversary denied to them during the war. A solemn ceremony was 

held in the morning at Colón cemetery; in the afternoon a huge procession made its 

way to the Punta for a plaque unveiling on the execution wall paid for by the Cuban 

newspaper La Discusión; and that night university students sponsored an homage at 

 
18 El Cubano - Diario de la Tarde, Key West, 28 Nov. 1887, attachment to Torroja letter, MAE, 
H1868. 
19 El Yara – Política, Economía e Intereses Locales, Ibor City, 6 Dec. 1886, attachment to Torroja 
letter, MAE, H1868. 
20 Le Roy, p. 181. 
21 El Cubano Libre, ‘Republic of Cuba’ [manigua], 27 Nov. 1897, reprinted as a photo in Le Roy, p. 
32. 



  

378 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
the Teatro Payret.22 Three Liberation Army generals took part in these activities as 

did many Cuban officials in the U.S. occupation government. Ordinary Cubans 

showed their support by flying Cuban flags at half mast from their houses or by 

putting up black bunting.23 

At this 1899 event, the voluntarios became the scapegoat of choice for 

Spanish community leaders and Cubans interested in reconciliation. One of the Cuban 

speakers, Evelio Rodríguez Lendián, reached out to the many Spanish members of the 

audience by explicitly voicing this message.  He suggested that “the Havana 

volunteers who committed the crime were not true Spaniards, nor did they represent 

Spain as did the Army Captain, señor Capdevila, who defended them brilliantly, but 

in vain.”24  

The student martyrs retained a powerful resonance for Cuban nationalism that 

transcended their earlier anti-Spanish significance. In several instances their legend 

served to defy U.S. political and economic influence. On May 20, 1902, student 

survivors led a procession from Fermín Valdés-Domínguez’s house to the Punta to 

celebrate the end of the first U.S. occupation and the beginning of the Cuban 

republic.25  In 1908, during the second U.S. occupation, the Havana city council 

challenged the Havana Electric Railway Company’s claimed right-of-way through the 

 
22 Le Roy, p. 181. 
23 Diario de la Marina, 27 Nov. 1899, p. 1. 
24Diario de la Marina, 28 Nov. 1899, afternoon edition, English-language section, p. 1. Rodríguez 
Lendián was an intellectual who worked as a propagandist for the Revolutionary Committee in New 
York during the Independence War. After the war, he joined the Patriotic Committee in Havana and 
helped form the National Party whose manifesto he wrote in 1899. William Belmont Parker (ed.), 
Cubans of To-Day (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1919), pp. 43-45.  
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Punta and the execution wall. Cuban patriots supported the council by building a 

giant flag pole on the property. Hallowed by the deaths of the eight, the strategic 

parcel belonged to the Cuban nation, not to an American company directed by the 

U.S. provisional governor’s chief advisor, Frank Steinhart.26 On January 28, 1909, 

Fermín Valdés-Domínguez celebrated the end of the second U.S. occupation by 

personally raising the Cuban flag on the flag pole erected at the Punta.27 

The martyrs did occasionally channel anti-Spanish sentiment in post-1898 

Cuba as well. In 1913, the Havana city council petitioned the bishop of Havana for a 

“native priest” to give the sermon at the annual “patriotic-religious” ceremony held in 

Colón cemetery for the students.28 The low-key request did not directly challenge the 

island’s still predominantly Spanish Church hierarchy. However, the petition 

insinuated that Spanish prie sts were not the most appropriate participants for this 

ceremony. After all, most clergy had enthusiastically supported the Spanish side in 

the independence wars. In 1896, one bishop had even published a sermon urging all 

"good Spaniards” to fight the Liberation Army as “tomb violators,” an allusion to the 

student martyrs and their presumed guilt rather than innocence.29 

Some Cuban patriots attacked Spanish influence in post-war Cuba through 

overt references to the martyrs. In 1912, the Círculo de Veteranos led by Emilio 

 
25 Le Roy, p. 182. 
26 This New Jersey-based company assumed control of Havana’s transportation system during the first 
occupation. Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 73.  Havana city council, Actas , 30 Dec. 
1908, pp.498-99; 6 Jan. 1909, pp. 530-534; and 13 Jan. 1909, pp. 587-88. 
27 Le Roy, p. 184. 
28 Diario de la Marina, 28 Nov. 1913, p. 7. The newspaper printed the request without comment. 
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Nuñez tried to use November 27 to whip up popular support for legislation to 

remove officials (creoles and some peninsulares) in the Cuban government who had 

backed Spain during the colonial wars.30 According to a January article in the Diario 

Español, some Liberation Army veterans planned a “general massacre of guerrilleros 

[Spanish army irregulars] and traitors [to Cuba]” on November 27, a date chosen for 

its historical resonance. Allegedly, these veterans had already sent “concrete death 

threats” to Nicolás Rivero, director of the Diario de la Marina, one of the three 

newspapers that had promoted the trial and execution of the students in 1871.31  

Neither the general nor the specific threat in 1912 came to anything. 

Moreover, such extreme uses of November 27 occurred only rarely. More commonly, 

some Cuban patriots used November 27 as a rhetorical device to suggest that 

Spaniards in Cuba or Spain continued to show the same kind of violent and retrograde 

mentality that had led to the 1871 travesty. Liberation Army General Masó used this 

comparison to protest the 1909 execution in Barcelona of the education reformer 

 
29 Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 61; Manuel P. Maza Miquel, S.J., Entre la ideología y la 
compasión: guerra y paz en Cuba, 1895-1903  (Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic: 1997), p. 207. 
30 Nuñez himself backed the Conservative party, and he and many of his supporters felt left out by the 
distribution of new public sector jobs by the Liberal administration of José Miguel Gómez. These jobs 
typically paid better than equivalent work in the private sector. Nuñez’s focus on Spanish “traitors” in 
the civil service cast doubt on the patriotic credentials of the Gómez administration in a presidential 
election year.  Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, pp. 90, 123, 147. 
31 Diario Español, 10 Jan. 1912, clipping in MAE, H2351, 1904-1912, 1912 packet; Luis E. Aguilar, 
Cuba 1933: Prologue to Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 35. 
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Francisco Ferrer. 32  In the 1920s, the FM tried to brand the UGSM in a similar 

fashion. 33 

Despite the exceptions mentioned above, the martyrs of 1871 did not typically 

further anti- foreign ends after 1898. Cuban patriots mostly used November 27 and the 

eight to reinforce pride in being Cuban. Yearly anniversary celebrations encouraged 

Cubans, especially students, to remember the sacrifices that had made independence 

possible. Students of all kinds were encouraged to honor the martyrs. Naturally, 

medical students and their professors felt a special bond with their murdered 

colleagues.34 

This civic cult centered on Havana, because the 1871 events took place there, 

and the city possessed the island’s two best-known monuments to the students and 

their defenders.35 However, commemorative activities also occurred regularly in the 

island’s other cities like Matanzas, Santiago, Pinar del Río, Santa Clara, and 

Cárdenas.36 In 1915, for example, the Matanzas cathedral hosted a solemn November 

27 event where students from religious and public schools served as honor guards for 

 
32 See José Pennino and General José Miró Argenter, Homenaje a Ferrer (Havana: 1909). Reprint of 
their speeches on 17 Oct. 1909 in Havana. MAE, H1430, 1909 packet. For more on reactions in Cuba 
to Ferrer’s execution, see chapter five. 
33 See second half of the chapter. 
34 Le Roy, pp. 181, 189, 192. 
35 The mausoleum in Colón Cemetery and a fragment of the execution wall at the Punta served as the 
chief focal points for commemorative activities and memorials. See Eugenio Sanchez de Fuentes y 
Pelaez, Cuba monumental, estatuaria y epigrafica  (Havana: Imp. Solana y Compañía, 1916), pp. 267-
280 and 344-348. 
36 Diario de la Marina: 27 Nov. 1906, p. 7; 28 Nov. 1908, p. 5; 28 Nov. 1914, p. 14; and 28 Nov. 
1915,   
p. 7. 
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a flower-bedecked catafalque dedicated to the eight.37 In 1909, the Cuban Congress 

declared November 27 a national school holiday for all educational establishments; in 

1921, on the fiftieth anniversary, Congress made it a day of mourning for all 

Cubans.38 

  The contrast between Capdevila and the voluntarios persisted as the central 

theme in Spanish community references to November 27 after 1898. In its 

anniversary coverage in 1906, the Diario de la Marina emphasized the “cries, tears, 

and lamentable deeds” caused by the voluntarios, but insisted also on the need to 

remember “with respect and veneration” the “heroic” Capdevila. In similar fashion, in 

1932, the Diario de la Marina referred to the voluntarios as “devils” while Capdevila 

represented “noble and generous Spain.”39 The newspaper’s annual coverage of 

November 27 events between 1899 and the early 1930s tended to express similar 

motifs as did other Spanish community newspapers like the Diario Español.40  

Cuban homages to Capdevila made it easy for Spanish community leaders to 

hitch their wagon to him when it came to commemorating November 27. The 

newspaper Unión Española did this quite literally in 1903 when the Havana city 

council arranged for Capdevila’s body to be transferred from Santiago to Havana for 

 
37 El Imparcial, Matanzas, 27 Nov. 1915, p. 1. One of the eight had been from Matanzas. His brother, 
Pablo Verdugo, attended the 1915 ceremony.  This use of the cathedral was not unusual. The Catholic 
Church often promoted Cuban patriotic activities in this period to compensate for its support for the 
Spanish side during the Independence War. Both Spanish and Cuban priests took part in these kinds of 
activities. See chapter one. 
38 Cuban Congress, Diario de Sesiones, 26 Nov. 1909, indice tomo 2, p. 16 and 22 Nov. 1921, sumario, 
p. 93. 
39 Diario de la Marina, 27 Nov. 1932, p. 1. 
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subsequent insertion into the students’ tomb.41  The Unión Española donated the 

services of the funerary wagon “España” to carry his remains to the cemetery.  42 

Cuban authorities and student organizations also erected a bust to Capdevila in 

Santiago, raised money for his widow, named streets after him in Santiago and 

Havana, and permanently linked his name with the names of the eight on the Colón 

mausoleum and Punta monument.43 For many Cubans, Capdevila’s defense of the 

student martyrs made him, in the words of the Cuban newspaper El Mundo, “a 

magnificent Spanish captain.”44 Spanish community leaders were happy to agree. 

If anything, Cuban sources were more enthusiastic about Capdevila than many 

conservative Spanish leaders. In 1925, Cuban patriots in Santiago protested Spanish 

community efforts to erect a monument to Vara de Rey. Instead, they urged good 

Spaniards to “think not of Vara de Rey and Cervera, affronts to the past, but rather 

of…Capdevila, a noble Spanish officer, heroic, humane, valiant to a high degree, and 

 
40 Diario de la Marina, 26-28 Nov. 1899-1932; Diario Español, 27 Nov. 1909, p. 1.  In the 1940s, the 
Diario de la Marina’s coverage of November 27 became less frequent and extensive. See for example 
the November 1947 issues. 
41 Capdevila’s remains were placed in a temporary niche in 1903 and then permanently incorporated 
into the November 27 mausoleum in 1904. Both events inspired large ceremonies. 
42 Diario de la Marina, 27 Nov. 1903, p. 5. 
43 Carlos Foment, Crónica de Santiago de Cuba: Continuación de la obra de Emilio Bacardí (Santiago: 
Arroyo, 1955), pp. 359-60;  Emilio Chibás, lawyer for Capdevila’s widow, to Emilio Bacardí, 
Guantánamo, 22 Dec. 1903, Archivo del Museo Bacardí, Fondo Bacardí, correspondencia, leg. 8, exp. 
47; Santiago city council, Actas , 28 Feb. 1927, p. 410; and Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, Las calles de 
la Habana: Bases para su denominación -- Restitución de nombres antiguos, tradicionales y populares 
(Havana: Municipio de la Habana, 1936), p. 55; Eugenio Sanchez de Fuentes y Pelaez, Cuba 
Monumental, p. 280; and Diario de la Marina, 28 Nov. 1910, p. 5. 
44 El Mundo, Havana, 27 Nov. 1915, p.1. 
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altruistic. He does you honor because of how he defended the students from the 

thousands of  wolves who thirsted for their innocent blood.”45 

 Certain aspects of Capdevila’s biography made some Spanish elites 

uncomfortable, especially his republicanism and anti-clericalism. His ideology and 

origins made him more attractive to Catalan nationalists in Cuba than conservative 

Spaniards (see chapter five). Some Spaniards also felt that Capdevila had become 

perhaps too Cuban by the time of his death of disease during the siege of Santiago. 

His marriage to a Cuban woman and civilian status in 1898 were not a problem, but 

rumors that he was a Liberation Army sympathizer proved more troublesome in terms 

of claiming him as a Spanish hero.  

These suspicions did have at least some basis in reality. In 1897, Capdevila 

sent a letter to his friend Emilio Bacardí despite the fact that Bacardí had been exiled 

for backing the Liberation Army and remained an important figure in its political 

wing. Capdevila wrote, “I am pleased that you are doing well despite your exile. I 

hope that it won’t last long…They say that the war will end soon. I hope so, but I 

don’t see it happening. What I do see is that if it does not, it will finish us, because the 

situation is terrible.”46 This was not a statement of support for the Liberation Army, 

but certainly indicated sympathy for elements within it and no particular zeal for the 

Spanish cause. 

 
45 Article by M. de J. Grande and José Joaquín Tejada in La Región, Santiago, 25 Nov. 1925. Aurelio 
Arango pasted this article in his scrapbook, Album Patriótico de Aurelio Arango. Tejada was a Cuban 
painter known for his patriotic fervor. 
46 Frederic Capdevila to Emilio Bacardí, Santiago, 10 May 1897, Archivo del Museo Bacardí, Fondo 
Bacardí, correspondencia leg. 8, exp. 10. 
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Regardless of the actual truth of the matter, the public perception of 

Capdevila’s beliefs was such that the Diario de la Marina had to insist in 1899 that 

Capdevila remained true to Spain at the end of his life. The newspaper argued that he 

could easily have felt himself Cuban after his many years of residence on the island. 

Yet, the proud former officer “rejected the flag of the revolution and felt himself 

Spanish even after seeing the Spanish side defeated and destroyed” at Santiago in 

1898.47 

Capdevila was not the principal hero of many Spanish community leaders. 

However, he represented a convenient way to give a more pro-Spanish cast to 

November 27 commemorations, and provided a useful link between elite white 

Cubans and Spanish residents interested in reconciliation. In 1899, the Cuban 

newspaper La Discusión praised Spanish community attendance at the November 27 

anniversary: “The Spaniards behaved very well yesterday with us. We should respond 

with equal or even better treatment – How sad the November 27th of 1871! How 

beautiful the November 27th of 1899!” The second date united both sides in “loyal, 

sincere, and fraternal reconciliation.”48  

Capdevila’s reputation for nobility represented a key element in constructing 

this bridge. His stature made it easier for Spanish residents to participate without 

qualms or dishonor in events commemorating the students. Capdevila’s utility as a 

unifying figure was made evident late in December of 1899 when all of Havana’s 

 
47 Diario de la Marina, 16 Dec. 1899, p. 1. 
48 La Discusión, 27 Nov. 1899. Reprinted in Diario de la Marina, 29 Nov. 1899, p. 1. 
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“elegant society,”  Spaniards and creoles alike, joined together at a charity event to 

raise funds for Capdevila’s family. The band “España,” a staple at Spanish society 

events, provided the music for the occasion, and began with the Cuban national 

anthem in a gesture of amity and acknowledgement of the new order.49 

 As was often the case in Cuba, this reconciliation took place at the expense of 

the island’s Afro-Cuban population. Alfredo Zayas used his remarks at the 1899 

anniversary event to assure listeners that “Cubans of today bear towards Spaniards 

remaining in Cuba no ill-will…they wish to maintain the closest and most friendly 

relations, as members of a common race.”50 By “common race,” Zayas meant white 

Hispanics. Indeed, it is worth noting just how little Afro-Cubans figure into 

November 27 commemorations. All of the principal heroes, victims, and villains of 

1871 were either white creoles or peninsular Spaniards.51   

An alternative story that featured Afro-Cuban defenders of the students never 

gained much public recognition. In 1887, a Cuban separatist newspaper in Key West 

briefly mentioned “two men of color, friends of one of the students” who died trying 

to attack the voluntarios to save him. Their sacrifice showed that “black and white 

Cubans will win their freedom together or die trying.”52 This moral of Cuban unity 

 
49 Diario de la Marina, 18 Dec. 1899, p. 1. 
50 Diario de la Marina, 28 Nov. 1899, afternoon edition, English-language section, p. 1. Zayas spoke 
last. 
51 Although the idea requires further study, it is possible that promotion of the student martyrs during 
the Independence War formed part of efforts by white creole leaders to give primacy within the 
revolutionary movement to educational credentials rather than bravery in combat, a trend that favored 
white creoles for leadership positions over Afro-Cubans. See Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, 
Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999). 
52 Diario Cubano , Key West, 28 Nov. 1887, p. 2. 
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for independence made good tactical sense as separatist promoters geared up for the 

final struggle against Spanish colonialism. However, even in this context such 

references to Afro-Cuban defenders of the students proved unusual. In the republic, 

they occurred even less frequently. One of the few references in the mainstream 

media came in a 1928 column written by the Afro-Cuban journalist Gustavo Urrutia 

for the Diario de la Marina. Urrutia insisted that Alvarez de la Campa deserved a 

plaque equal to the one dedicated to Fermín Valdés-Domínguez. In Urrutia’s version, 

Alvarez de la Campa was the slave and milk brother of one of the executed students, 

and died dagger in hand on November 27, 1871, trying to free him.  Several members 

of an Abakuá society apparently also died in attacks on voluntarios in Havana on that 

day. Despite isolated references, this version of 1871 never gained official 

recognition in the period under study. 53   

November 27 and the student martyrs became a key element in Cuban civil 

religion beginning in 1872 and continuing through the present. The happenstance that 

the students studied medicine contributed to the development of Cuba’s unique strain 

of medical patriotism. After 1898, November 27 commemorations largely overcame 

their earlier anti-Spanish thrust and served instead to instill respect for past sacrifices 

in young Cubans. Tributes to Capdevila helped make the holiday one of 

 
53 Ernesto Che Guevara gave credence to this account in his November 27 speech in 1961. Tato 
Quiñones, “Historia y tradición oral en los sucesos del 27 de noviembre de 1871,” La Gaceta de Cuba, 
no. 5, Sept-Oct. 1998, pp. 24-25. Tato Quiñones weighs the arguments in favor of this version. Le Roy 
provides the negative argument. Le Roy, A cien años del 71, pp. 139-40. 
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reconciliation and fraternity between white creoles and Spaniards as members of a 

“common race.” 

Crediting Carlos J. Finlay 

 Doctor Carlos J. Finlay provided another key element in the development of 

Cuban medical patriotism. Cuban nationalists exalted his memory because of his 

discoveries about yellow fever transmission and the perceived lack of 

acknowledgement accorded them by U.S. authorities. Crediting Finlay and his Cuban 

research colleagues challenged U.S. government claims that its sanitation 

achievements in Cuba during the first occupation legitimized American tutelage over 

the island. Spanish community leaders actively supported Cuban homages to Finlay, 

because Spanish immigrants were the greatest beneficiaries of yellow fever 

eradication and to apply his aura of scientific respectability to Spanish community 

hospitals. 

 Carlos J. Finlay was born in 1833 in Puerto Principe (now Camagüey) to a 

middle-class family of Scottish-French descent, and attended medical schools in Paris 

and Philadelphia before returning to Cuba to devote himself to private practice and 

research.  In 1881, he observed that yellow fever was transmitted by mosquitoes. 

Most importantly, he also identified the particular kind of mosquito - Aedes aegypti - 

out of the 800 varieties known to him. This was a crucial finding that had the 

potential to end disease transmission by controlling this particular insect.54  

 
54 David McCullough, The Path Between the Seas: The Creation of the Panama Canal 1870-1914  
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1977), pp. 144, 409. 
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 Finlay’s discovery received little attention until 1900, even though he was a 

well-known scientist in Havana and internationally. Nancy Stepan argues that this 

twenty-year delay had little to do with scientific debates but rather reflected political 

factors in Cuba and the United States.  The particular circumstances present in 

Havana in 1900 suddenly made yellow fever a high priority for the U.S. government. 

U.S. army doctors had traditionally dealt with yellow fever outbreaks in the U. S. 

South by moving troops away from the infected areas. Given the nature of its mission 

in Havana, this was not an option for the occupation government.55 Occupation 

officials faced an alarming rise in yellow fever cases in 1900 fueled by an influx of 

40,000 newcomers (mostly from Spain) between 1899 and 1900. Lacking immunity, 

recent immigrants were the group most susceptible to the disease. Under pressure to 

produce results, army doctor Walter Reed revisited Finlay’s discoveries and built on 

them to eliminate yellow fever from the city by September of 1901 through mosquito 

abatement.56  

Many influential Cubans felt, with reason, that Finlay did not receive 

sufficient recognition from U.S. officials and medical historians. As Stepan notes, in 

American medical literature Finlay is “conventionally portrayed as a scientifically 

unsophisticated investigator, whose place in the history of the yellow fever story is 

deservedly minor.”57 Instead, Americans tended to give the lion’s share of credit to 

 
55 Nancy Stepan, “The Interplay Between Socio-Economic Factors and Medical Science,” pp. 402, 
405. 
56 Stepan,  pp. 410, 412. 
57 Stepan, pp. 398-399. 
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Walter Reed. In 1906, the former sanitation chief for the first occupation, Dr. W. C. 

Gorgas, expressed this view in an open letter to Cuban doctors. He urged them to 

send money for a monument to Reed in Philadelphia because “no other country in the 

world has benefited as much from his work.” Gorgas chided the Cuban medical 

community for their lack of support up to that point, claiming that only two Cuban 

doctors had contributed: Dr. Finlay and his collaborator Dr. Juan Guiteras, a specialist 

in tropical medicine educated in Havana and Philadelphia. Both Cubans had worked 

closely with Reed.58  

The U.S. government’s insistence that Cubans preserve a healthy environment 

for foreign investors encouraged Cubans to honor Finlay over Reed as one way to 

show Cuban capacity for self-government. The U.S. presentation of Cuba at the 1901 

Buffalo Pan-American Exposition prefigured this governance-sanitation linkage 

which received its formal expression in the Platt amendment.  A bilingual guidebook 

produced by the U.S. occupation government noted that yellow fever was still present 

on the island but would decline with “proper administration.”59 The Platt 

amendment’s sanitation clause in the same year enshrined public health as a meter 

stick for “proper administration.” Consequently, independent Cuba made sure to 

credit to U.S. sanitation assistance but emphasized Cuban medical prowess. Cuban 

 
58 Diario de la Marina, 3 Feb. 1906, p. 3; William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans To-Day, pp. 271-275. 
59 Gobierno Militar de la Isla de Cuba, Cuba en la Exposición Pan Americana de Buffalo (Havana: 
Imp. de Vicente Lopez Veiga, 1901), p. 112.   
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officials used the image of a healthy island to bolster Cuba’s reputation for 

responsible self-government.60 

Consequently, many Cubans preferred to praise their own medical heroes such 

as Carlos Finlay. One of the most prominent tributes in this regard came from Dr. 

Juan Guiteras who became Cuba’s first cabinet- level public health minister in 1909, 

the first such in the world according to a Pan American Union publication. 61 He 

respected U.S. medical research and sanitation efforts in Cuba, even to the point of 

sending money for the Reed monument. However, he also defended Finlay’s 

contributions in various forums including a 1918 article in Sanidad y Beneficencia.62  

Guiteras’s defense of Finlay stemmed from his larger irritation with U.S. 

claims that Cubans were incapable of maintaining a healthy environment for foreign 

investments.63  In particular, U.S. special envoy Enoch Crowder offended Guiteras in 

the early 1920s by trying to invoke the Platt amendment’s sanitation clause to justify 

greater U.S. influence over the Zayas administration. 64 As head of the Health 

Ministry, Guiteras refused Crowder’s requests for information about health conditions 

in Cuba. Crowder responded by sending a note to President Zayas based on unofficial 

statistics that suggested malaria outbreaks in Cuba posed a danger to U.S. interests. 

Guiteras riposted with a barrage of epidemiological statistics demonstrating that 

 
60 This message also sought to reassure potential U.S. investors and tourists. 
61 Pan American Union, Habana: Metropolis of the Caribbean –The American City Series, no. 7-A 
(Washington, D.C.: 1931), p. 38. 
62 Juan Guiteras, “El Doctor Carlos J. Finlay,” Sanidad y Beneficencia , vol. xx (Havana: July-August 
1918), pp. 45-51. 
63 Stepan, p. 414. 
64 Luis Machado y Ortega, La enmienda Platt, pp. 41-42. 
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diseases in the United States posed a far greater threat to Cuba. He even mocked 

U.S. medical pretensions by offering to send Cuban doctors to the United States to 

help raise sanitation standards there. Crowder retaliated by ousting Guiteras from the 

cabinet when he forced Zayas to create the “honest cabinet” in 1922.65 For Guiteras, 

promoting Cuba’s medical accomplishments served larger concerns about national 

pride, power, and sovereignty. 

Other Cubans expressed similar views about Finlay and the island’s medical 

reputation. In 1927, for example, Dr. José Antonio López del Valle (Havana’s chief 

of sanitation in 1915) extolled the sanitation successes of both Finlay and Guiteras.66 

Dr. Ramón Grau San Martín, president of Cuba in 1933 and 1944, called Finlay’s 

discovery, “the most transcendental deed in research for the improvement and 

progress of Cuba and the world.”67 Pro-Finlay propaganda spread beyond the Cuban 

medical community and by the 1930s became widespread among Cuban nationalist 

intellectuals like Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring. 68  

Cuba’s medical accomplishments became part of the national image projected 

abroad by patriotic Cubans and the Cuban government. Unsurprisingly, the United 

States was the main target for this propaganda. The Cuban Rotary Club in Havana 

 
65 This unfairly tarred Guiteras, by all accounts an honest administrator, with the corruption of the 
other ousted ministers. César Rodríguez Expósito, Dr. Juan Guiteras: Apunte biográfico (Havana: 
Editorial Cubanacan, 1947), pp. 250-254. 
66 José Antonio López del Valle, Por Finlay! – Por Guiteras! (Havana: La Propagandista, 1927). 
67 Ramón Grau San Martín, La revolución cubana ante América: Tres conferencias en el Centro de 
Estudios Pedagógicos e Hispano-Americanos de Panamá (Mexico: Ediciones del Partido 
Revolucionario Cubano –Auténticos, 1936), p. 62. 
68 Emilo Roig de Leuchsenring, Carlos J. Finlay: Gran sabio y gran benefactor de la humanidad 
(Havana: Alfa, 1937). 
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began lobbying in 1922 to get Finlay’s bust included in the New York “Hall of 

Fame.” It took them until 1959, but they eventually succeeded.69 The International 

Pan-American Conference held in Havana 1928 featured the attendance of President 

Coolidge and extensive tributes to Finlay. 70 In 1943, Cubans even persuaded a U.S. 

congressman, Sol Bloom, to include lengthy remarks honoring Finlay in the 

Congressional Record.71 

The Cuban government promoted Finlay within a larger celebration of the 

island’s medical achievements. At the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition in San 

Francisco, Cuba’s commissioner boasted about his country’s “level of public 

healthfulness.”72 Cuba’s sanitation delegate at the fair, Dr. Enrique B. Barnet, and 

Cuba’s official guide book, Cuba Before the World, conveyed the same message. The 

English- language guide book used lengthy sections on “Health” and “Sanitation” to 

defend Cuba’s health record.73 The guidebook noted that “the exceedingly low death 

rate in Cuba cannot fail to impress itself upon the thinking person.”74 This countered 

U.S. critics who felt Cuba had failed to maintain the sanitation achievements of the 

 
69 Dr. Serafin Ruiz de Zarate, Dr. Carlos J. Finlay and the “Hall of Fame” of New York (Havana: 
Ministry of Health, 1959), p. 8. 
70 Guatemalan government, Homenaje al Dr. Carlos J. Finlay  (Guatemala: 1933), pp. 169-173. This 
section reprints the speech given by Guatemala’s representative at the Havana conference. 
71 Dr. Julio Martínez Paez, Booklet on Sanitation History (Havana: Ministry of Health, 1959). 
72 The commissioner was General Enrique Loynaz del Castillo, a veteran known for his eloquence and 
cultural attainment. Diario de la Marina, 27 April 1915, p. 1. 
73 Over 20 pages (of 221) deal with health issues and infrastructure.  These pages were often placed 
strategically to catch attention of American readers. For example, Cuba’s healthfulness is explicitly 
addressed near the beginning and in the section on “Picturesque Cuba: Attractions it offers Tourists.”  
Gen. Dr. Manuel F. Alfonso and T. Valero Martínez, Cuba Before the World: At the Panama -Pacific 
International Expo  (New York: Souvenir Guide of Cuba Co., 1915), pp. 23-24 and 174. 
74Alfonso, Cuba Before the World, p. 23. 
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initial occupation. 75 The guidebook insisted that Havana had become a “healthy 

place” initially under American officers “and later under her own sanitary experts.”76 

Its “Sanitation” section included a page with six photo-portraits of Cuba’s major 

medical officials. Naturally, Finlay figured prominently among them. His caption 

reads, “Discoverer of the Transmission of Yellow Fever by the Mosquito.” One of his 

colleagues, Dr. Arístides Agramontes, also appeared on the page with the caption 

“Member of the American Commission that Confirmed the Transmission of Yellow 

Fever.”77 In short, the Cuban government wanted San Francisco fair-goers to know 

that Cubans had played a major role in making their island a more healthful locale.78  

Cuba’s public health theme at the 1915 exposition fit into a common feature 

of this kind of event. Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo points out that “world’s fairs often 

displayed the scientific progress of hygiene and, above all, the emergence of a public 

health consciousness.”79 Latin American countries in particular took pains to display 

their modernity, real or imagined, through exhibitions devoted to their sanitary 

progress as a way to attract foreign investment and immigration. 80 Cuban officials 

shared these concerns and were especially sensitive to them because of their unique 

tradition of medical patriotism and peculiar relationship with the United States. 

 
75 Stepan, p. 414. 
76 Alfonso, Cuba Before the World, p. 174. 
77Alfonso, p. 72. 
78 Many of the albums were handed out for free “Compliments of the Republic of Cuba.” Ibid., flyleaf. 
79 Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, Mexico at the World’s Fairs: Crafting a Modern Nation (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1996), p. 145. 
80 Tenorio-Trillo, p. 154. 
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Cuba’s public health message was clearly aimed at U.S. audiences, although 

the Cuban government promoted similar themes in other countries. For example, 

Cuban delegates proposed that Finlay be credited as the main discoverer of yellow 

fever transmission at the 10th International Medical History Congress held in Madrid 

in 1935.81 In general, however, forums outside of the United States were less 

important targets for Cuban medical patriotic propaganda. The Cuban pavilion at the 

1929 Ibero-American Exposition in Seville did not include a sanitation section, nor 

did the delegation’s informational materials stress Cuban medical achievements.82 

Within Cuba, various commemorative efforts conveyed Finlay’s importance 

to Cubans. One of the most noteworthy placed him on par with the medical student 

martyrs. In 1910, Cuba’s secretary of education, Mario García Kohly, initiated a 

national museum whose “Men of Science” section gave special importance to two 

displays of historical relics, one devoted to Carlos Finlay and the other to the student 

martyrs.83  

Finlay received other kinds of official tributes as well. In 1933, for example, 

the Grau government sought to create a Carlos J. Finlay Institute for medical 

research. This initiative both honored Finlay’s discovery and, more subtly, asserted 

 
81 The measure passed, but this did not prevent Cuban delegates from raising the issue at subsequent 
congresses. César Rodríguez Expósito, Finlay por cuarta vez ante el congreso internacional de historia 
de la medicina (Havana: Instituto Cubano del Libro, 1971), pp. 41-42. 
82 El Arquitecto – Revista mensual, Havana, Oct.-Nov. 1927, numbers 19-20, p. 167; Tomas Servando 
Gutierrez, Cuba en Sevilla: Crónicas (Havana: Molina y Cia., 1932). 
83 Finlay’s relics included his binocular microscope and lab table. Dr. Serafin Ruiz de Zarate, Dr. 
Carlos J. Finlay and the “Hall of Fame” of New York, p. 24; Dr. Juan M. Dihigo y Mestre, Elogio del 
Dr. Mario García Kohly (Havana: Siglo XX, 1937), p. 30. Reprint of speech read before the Academia 
de la Historia de Cuba on 8 Feb. 1937. The museum was formally inaugurated on April 28, 1913, 
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Cuba’s sovereignty. The idea of this research center underscored the ability of 

Cubans to take care of their own public health needs after the Grau government 

unilaterally abrogated the Platt amendment and its sanitation clause on September 10, 

1933. It seems highly likely that this was a conscious linkage given the Grau San 

Martín government’s appointment of Finlay’s son, Carlos Eduardo Finlay, as minister 

of health and the rejoicing in Cuba’s medical journals at the Platt amendment’s end 

(officially accepted by both countries in 1934).84 

Spanish community leaders enthusiastically supported homages to Finlay, 

especially efforts to erect a monument to him after his death in 1915.85 The 

Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio and the Centro Gallego quickly took a 

leading role in getting this monument built after Cuban admirers of Finlay raised the 

idea. Shortly after Finlay’s death, a prominent Spanish leader, Manuel Bahamonde, 

wrote an open letter to the head of the Centro Gallego urging the society to join 

Cuban efforts to commemorate Finlay, because his “marvelous discovery” reaped “so 

many benefits for the Spanish community in Cuba.”86   

 The president of the Asociación de Dependientes, Avelino González, 

expressed similar sentiments. He promoted a proposal first launched in the Cuban 

magazine Patria that the Finlay monument be erected in Parque San Francisco 

 
although it had opened to visitors earlier. Diario de la Marina, 18 Jan. 1913, afternoon edition, p. 3 
and 29 April 1913, p. 8. 
84 The short-lived Grau government was unable to build the institute. It remained a goal of Grau’s 
party in 1936. Ramón Grau San Martín, La revolución cubana ante América, p. 65; Louis Pérez, Cuba: 
Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, second edition, 1995), p. 268; 
Boletín mensual de la Clínica de la Asociación de Damas de la Covadonga , 1 June 1934, p. 32. 
85 Diario de la Marina, 8 March 1915, p. 5. 
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because newly arriving immigrants would have to pass by it. Since the “principal 

ethnic element of this immigration” were Spaniards, the Spanish community should 

pay for or at least contribute to the monument. The Asociación backed its president 

by contributing 1000 pesos to begin the subscription, a large sum for a Spanish 

society to donate for a monument. 87 With the Spanish community’s financial 

assistance, the monument quickly came about.88  It was inaugurated in 1916 on a site 

near the ministry of health. 89   

Some Spanish societies found ways to both honor and use Finlay. In 

particular, the Centro Asturiano linked the medical reputation of its hospital to Finlay. 

On December 19, 1926, the Quinta Covadonga unveiled a bronze plaque dedicated to 

Finlay and his collaborators (Cuban and American) -- Claudio Delgado, Arístides 

Agramonte, William G. Gorgas, Juan Guiteras, and Jesse Lazear -- but with Finlay’s 

name foremost and in the largest letters. The hospital’s director, Dr. Augustín de 

Varona, observed that the plaque honored the discovery that gave peace of mind to 

Spanish mothers who used to worry about yellow fever taking their sons when they 

emigrated to Cuba. The ceremony also represented a way for the hospital to show that 

the “illustrious orientations” of these scientists “have not disappeared from this 

 
86 Diario de la Marina, 27 Aug. 1915, p. 1. 
87 Diario de la Marina, 27 Aug. 1915, p. 1 and 28 Aug. 1915, afternoon edition, p. 1. See chapter three 
for Spanish society monument expenditures. 
88 Minister Mariategui to Foreign Minister, Havana, 11 Sept. 1915, MAE, H2352 1913/1920, 1914-
1915 packet. This letter details some of the Spanish institutions that contributed. In addition, the 
Spanish government donated 500 Cuban pesos.  Diario de la Marina, 19 Nov. 1915. 
89 Despite the alternate site suggestion in Patria, the health ministry had been the original and most 
logical site proposal. Diario de la Marina, 8 March 1915, p. 5; César Rodríguez Expósito, Dr. Juan 
Guiteras, p. 300. 
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Hospital.” The plaque unveiling coincided with the hospital’s opening of four new 

wings and took place before a distinguished audience of diplomats, Cuban politicians, 

reporters, and eminent Cuban doctors. The latter included Dr. Sánchez Agramonte, 

the only Finlay collaborator still living, and Dr. J.A. López del Valle who pointed out 

that the last yellow fever patients in the Havana area had been treated at the 

Covadonga in 1902.90 

The Centro Asturiano continued to promote its linkage to Finlay. In 1932, the 

society took out a full page ad in the Diario de la Marina’s special centennial issue. 

Most of the ad extolled the Centro’s flagship hospital, the Quinta Covadonga. As 

proof of its scientific excellence, the ad proudly noted that the hospital’s health 

statutes had been written by Dr. Claudio Delgado an “important collaborator of the 

illustrious Cuban savant Dr. Finlay.”91 

It is possible that Finlay tributes also let Spanish community leaders subtly 

challenge U.S. pretensions.  Manuel Bahamonde’s 1915 letter to the Centro Gallego 

insisted that Finlay’s “studies and ingenious theories merit universal gratitude.” In his 

view, “even” Americans would have to dedicate statues to the Cuban who had made 

possible the successful completion of the Panama Canal by reducing yellow fever 

outbreaks.92 Such statues did not in fact come about, nor is it likely that Bahamonde 

 
90 In keeping with his Cuban medical patriotism, Dr. Del Valle also noted that Havana was free of 
yellow fever until 1908 when the disease was imported back into Cuba from New Orleans, i.e. Cuba’s 
health was threatened by the United States, rather than vice versa. Centro Asturiano, Memoria 1926 
(Havana: Imp. Perez Sierra y Cia., 1927), pp. 361, 366, 370. 
91 Centro Asturiano ad in Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario (Havana: 1932). 
92 Diario de la Marina, 27 Aug. 1915, p. 1. Bahamonde’s suggestion did have some justice to it. The 
initial health commissioner sent to Panama by Theodore Roosevelt was Col. William Crawford 
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thought they would, just that they should. Spanish community leaders often stressed 

“Yankee” ignobility. 93 U.S. neglect of Finlay represented just one more manifestation 

of this “Anglo-Saxon” racial flaw.  

Carlos J. Finlay provided a potent and non-controversial locus for Cuban 

medical patriotism, one both Spaniards and Cubans could appreciate. The Spanish 

community in Cuba was grateful to Finlay for helping stamp out yellow fever, the 

immigrants’ bane. The Centro Asturiano’s tributes to Finlay expressed this 

appreciation and allowed the society to use his scientific glory to give a greater aura 

of progress to its hospital. Finlay also received official Cuban recognition equivalent 

in some respects to that accorded the medical student martyrs. His yellow fever 

research helped Cubans show that they could take care of their own public health 

without U.S. intervention. 

Defending and Defining the Nation 

 Cuban doctors took an active role in defending Cuba and defining the new 

country as a white, “civilized” nation. At the most literal level, many doctors fought 

in the Liberation Army. More broadly, medical personnel defended the country from 

“undesirable” elements at quarantine and immigration stations. In addition, they 

promoted policies aimed at making Cuba a whiter, more European nation. Spanish 

 
Gorgas, the same doctor who had led the successful anti-mosquito campaign in Havana from 1900-
1901. In Havana, it had taken extensive lobbying by Finlay and Reed to persuade Gorgas of the 
mosquito transmission theory.  He in turn used his Cuban experience to campaign  (against stubborn 
opposition from U.S. officials unwilling to let go of the miasm theory) for similar measures in the 
Canal zone. McCullough, pp. 407-415. 
93 See chapters two and three. 
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community leaders and institutions enthusiastically collaborated in these efforts to 

bring in Spanish immigrants and keep out Asian, Jamaican, and Haitian immigrants.94 

 Cuban doctors took great pride in their profession’s record in the Ten Years’ 

War and Independence War. In 1923, one doctor wrote a patriotic primer for Cuban 

children which praised the “hundreds” of men with medical degrees who took to the 

manigua to fight Spain in both wars. Apparently, they were inspired by wrath at the 

fate of the medical student martyrs.95 A 1937 social almanac of Cuban medicine also 

trumpeted this heroic history. It devoted its first chapter to “The Doctors in Our Wars 

for Liberation,” which argued that doctors equaled “an important factor in the 

preparation and realization of our liberation wars.” Many even fought in the manigua, 

suffering the privations of its “half-savage lifestyle.” Among their greatest burdens 

was having to obey the orders of those “without culture or education,” code for 

lower-class officers, especially Afro-Cubans. On the plus side, doctors entered the 

Liberation Army with high rank because of their training.96 Nineteen made the 

greatest sacrifice, dying for the cause of “Cuba libre.”97  That this represented only a 

 
94 Marc Mcleod, Undesirable Aliens: Haitians and West Indians Immigrant Workers in Cuba 1898 to 
1940, doctoral thesis, U.T. Austin, 2000. 
95 Dr. Matias Duque, Nuestra patria: lectura para niños (Havana: 1923), pp. 151-154. Louis Pérez notes 
that that doctors did in fact figure prominently in the separatist leadership in 1895 as part of a larger 
influx of petit bourgeoisie creoles embittered by peninsular economic and political dominance. 
Historical and economic issues probably complemented one another. The most notable of these doctors 
were: Fermín Valdés Domínguez, Eusebio Hernández, Emilio Núñez, Pedro E. Betancourt, Leopoldo 
Figueroa, Joaquín Castillo Duany, Nicolás Alberdi, Eugenio Sánchez Agramonte, Santiago García 
Cañizares, Francisco Domínguez Roldán, Cosme de la Torriente, and Juan Bruno Zayas. Pérez, Cuba 
Under the Platt Amendment, p. 24. 
96 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba, pp. 179-180; Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share, p. 68. 
97 Dr. Tomas R. Yañes (ed.), Anuario médico-social de Cuba (Havana: Ucar, García y Cia., 1937), pp. 
11, 13, 15, 17-19. 
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tiny fraction of total Cuban combatant casualties did not matter. Cuban doctors had 

upheld the honor of their class and done their part to defend the patria. 

 Cuban medical men continued to serve their country after independence in a 

variety of ways. In 1919, the Hispanic Society of America prepared a compendium of 

the 225 most influential figures active in Cuban life. Fifty-two of the individuals 

selected had  practiced as doctors, often in tandem with other careers like politics or 

journalism. Several of these men were medical veterans. For example, Diego Tamayo 

y Figueredo’s entry summed him up as a “soldier, physician, teacher.” He fought in 

the Ten Years’ War on the staff of General Carlos M. de Céspedes. In the 

Independence War, he served as President of the Revolutionary Council in New 

York. During the first U.S. occupation, he was secretary of Gobernación and a 

member of the Constitutional assembly. In 1905, he was elected senator for the 

province of Havana. His political trajectory ran from the autonomist party, to the 

National party, to the Conservatives. Throughout, he continued to practice medicine 

and remained active in medical societies, publications, and congresses.  Medical 

veterans like Tamayo tended to have the most illustrious political careers, but other 

doctors who were not veterans also fared well.  For example, the non-veteran Dr. 

Mencía y García was elected as a Liberal in 1916 to the House of Representatives.98 

  Eugenics let Cuban doctors defend their country’s future by using the 

language of science to promote and legitimize efforts to create a whiter, more 

“civilized” nation. In the late nineteenth century, many Cuban medical figures 
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equated the future of their nation with its race.  Progress required white immigration. 

Indeed, Carlos Finlay began his yellow fever research precisely because he wanted to 

make the island safe for white immigration, and saw yellow fever as the main 

obstacle.99 Racist American immigration laws applied to Cuba during the first U.S. 

occupation reinforced this attitude among many Cuban medical elites who carried this 

view of immigration laws over into the republic. For example, Dr. Francisco 

Menocal, immigration commissioner in 1909, insisted that “scientific principles” 

must shape the country’s immigration legislation. 100  

In practice, these “scientific principles” almost always led to advocating some 

form of Spanish immigration. For example, Dr. Federico Córdova, an immigration 

expert, argued in 1906 that the state should encourage the importation of entire 

families from the Canary Islands as being the most likely to adapt to Cuba’s physical 

and cultural environment.101 Allegedly, “Latin” immigrants were the best suited to 

Cuba’s needs for racial, cultural, and practical reasons. The most “advanced” 

Northern European countries like Germany would not serve since only dregs and 

malcontents would want to leave them.102  

 
98 William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans of To-Day , pp. 35-37, 247-248. 
99 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Armando García González, Racismo e inmigración en Cuba en el 
siglo xix (Madrid: Doce Calles, 1996), pp. 142, 164, 180. 
100 Dr. Francisco Menocal, “La ley de inmigración debe inspirarse en el principio científico de la 
selección como medio del mejoramiento de la raza,” read at the Sociedad de Estudios Clínicos de la 
Habana in 1909. Cited in Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Armando García González, Medicina y 
racismo en Cuba, p. 89. 
101 Consuelo Naranjo Orovio and Armando García González, Medicina y racismo en Cuba, p. 61. 
102 Ibid., p. 91. 



  

403 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Besides pushing for the “right” kind of immigration, Cuban doctors sought to 

protect the nation by keeping out “undesirables.” Preventing “degenerates” from 

landing represented a “patriotic duty” in the words of Dr. Francisco Menocal.103 At 

the urging of its health and immigration experts, the Cuban government developed a 

network of immigration processing and quarantine stations in which it took great 

pride. The 1915 Panama-Pacific Expo guidebook included several photos of these 

facilities and boasted of their efficiency. Under the direction of men like General 

Doctor Hugo Roberts, these institutions guarded the nation from such dangerous 

foreign elements as lepers and polygamists.104  

Asian, Jamaican, and Haitian immigrants posed a particular threat to Cuba in 

the view of Cuban medical authorities. Dr. Juan Guiteras inveighed against the perils 

of Chinese immigrants, claiming they imported dangerous parasites and diseases.105 

In 1921, the health ministry’s interim director, Dr. Adán Galarreta, lobbied for more 

sanitation stations in Oriente to crack down on illegal immigrants from Haiti and 

Jamaica. He feared they would infect native Cubans and Spanish residents with 

disease and unhygienic cultural practices. Cuba’s most influential medical figures 

shared these opinions about Chinese and Antillean immigrants.106 

Contrary to Nancy Stepan’s interpretation, these negative Cuban views about 

foreign immigrants did not take their primary inspiration from U.S. eugenicists. 

 
103 Ibid., 90. 
104 Alfonso, Cuba Before the World, pp. 73-75. 
105 Stepan, p. 418; Naranjo Orovio, Medicina y racismo , p. 103.  
106 Naranjo Orovio, Medicina y racismo , pp. 105, 116-123. 
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Stepan argues that Cuban eugenicists gravitated towards U.S. “hard line” eugenic 

theories about white supremacy, segregation, disapproval of racial mixing, and forced 

sterilization. However, her narrow focus on Dr. Domingo y Ramos, a promoter of 

U.S. eugenic ideals in Cuba, skews her interpretation. Their tradition of medical 

patriotism made most politically active Cuban doctors reluctant to hew too closely to 

U.S. intellectual models. In this regard, Dr. Domingo y Ramos was out of step with 

most Cuban doctors in some key respects. For example, he chose to praise U.S. 

General Gorgas for his yellow fever exploits rather than Carlos Finlay. 107 Dr. 

Guiteras’ views about immigration, nationalism, and history were far more 

representative of Cuban medical personnel which is why 2000 Cuban doctors chose 

him to be the FM’s first president in 1925.108 Of course, what matters most for this 

discussion is not which eugenic beliefs appealed to the preponderance of Cuban 

doctors, but rather that any medical involvement in this sphere tended to heighten 

perceptions of their own importance to the nation among Cuban medical 

professionals. 

 The Cuban medical community promoted its predominantly “Latin” rather 

than “Anglo-Saxon” eugenic prescriptions in a variety of ways.109 The Academia de 

Ciencias Médicas, Físicas y Naturales in Havana provided the most important forum 

 
107 Stepan, Hour of Eugenics, p. 176. 
108 César Rodríguez Expósito, Dr. Juan Guiteras, pp. 267. 
109 Cuban doctors formed a community in the sense that most had attended the University of Havana, 
lived in Havana, and were linked by professional associations and publications. In addition, most 
doctors shared respect for a few key leaders like Juan Guiteras. This chapter’s second section addresses 
some of the ideological, occupational, generational and even class differences between doctors that 
became pronounced by the late 1920s. 
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for doctors concerned with the inter- linked issues of immigration, and public health. 

Doctors also made their views known through specialized medical journals, policy 

conferences in Cuba and abroad, outreach to the popular press, lobbying of 

politicians, and by seeking appointive and elected positions themselves.110 

 The medical community often failed to get the measures it sought. This 

proved especially true when it came to preventing Jamaican and Haitian immigrants 

from coming to Cuba during and after World War I.  U.S. sugar companies in Eastern 

Cuba wanted cheap labor and little cared what Cuban doctors thought, especially 

since their power base did not typically extend beyond Havana where most doctors 

resided (see section two).  One medical practitioner, Guillermo Fernández Mascaró, 

did become governor of Oriente province in 1917, but had little impact on this 

immigration. New immigration from Jamaica and Haiti totaled 4000 in 1915, 12,000 

in 1916, 18,000 in 1917, 20,000 in 1918 and 34,000 in 1919.111 

 The eugenic aspects of Cuban medical patriotism also faced some domestic 

opposition. In 1908, the Partido Independiente de Color adopted as one of its goals 

that immigration should be open to all races. This proposal contested the dominant 

view, espoused by most Cuban doctors and other elites, that Cuba should be made a 

white nation. However, the 1912 Race War crushed the Partido Independiente de 

 
110 For example, medical veteran Nicolás Alberdi was elected to the Senate on the Fusion ticket in 
1913 and became chair of the Sanitation Committee. William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans of To-
Day, p. 599. See also Consuelo Naranjo Orovio, Medicina y racismo , pp. 61, 93, 119, 120, 122-123, 
139. 
111Parker, Cubans of To-Day, p. 525; Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 81; Naranjo 
Orovio, pp. 105, 116. 
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Color and brought renewed cries for white immigration among the island’s elites.112 

Efforts to promote non-racialized immigration policies did not prosper in Cuba.  

A more successful critique of massive Spanish immigration arose over 

practical rather than ideological concerns. One Cuban doctor worried in 1909 that this 

immigration, while desirable for Cuba’s long-term prosperity, might lead in the short 

term to social unrest by displaced native workers.113 This view became more common 

among Cuban doctors following Cuba’s economic collapse late in 1920 after the 

Dance of the Millions and during the Great Depression. Of course, Cuban doctors 

were not alone in this regard.  A broad arc of Cuban society began to push for policies 

favoring Cuban nationals starting in the early 1920s, because of generational change 

and economic dislocation. The most active groups in this regard included Cuban 

businessmen, doctors, other professionals, veterans, and workers.114   

By the 1930s, many Cuban doctors had switched to defending the nation’s 

health through domestic hygiene projects, rather than by encouraging Spanish 

immigration. Consuelo Naranjo Orovio attributes this change to the Great 

Depression. 115 It is probable that the bitter FM-UGSM fight influenced this trend as 

well (see next section). What remained constant throughout the period under study 

was that Cuban doctors believed they had a vital role to play in defining and 

defending the Cuban nation. 

 
112 Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share, pp. 234-235; Naranjo Orovio, p. 96. 
113 Naranjo Orovio, p. 87. 
114Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, pp. 233, 239, 241. 
115 Naranjo Orovio, pp. 149, 164-65. 
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.  Spanish leaders backed many Cuban medical initiatives, especially those 

involving immigration. In November 1900, Spanish societies and newspapers in 

Havana raised the (false) alarm that General Wood meant to impede Spanish 

immigration to make way for Americans, perhaps even American blacks from the 

South. General Wood quickly went on record supporting renewed Spanish 

immigration. 116 In 1906, the president of the Centro Asturiano joined other regional 

society presidents in lobbying the Cuban secretary of agriculture for state-subsidized 

immigration of Spanish farmers.117 A Diario de la Marina editorial in 1921 noted that 

Spanish immigrants were the foreign element best suited to make Cuba prosper, 

because they were “healthy men and hard workers of the same race and tongue” as 

Cubans.118 

Spanish leaders praised the efforts of Cuban doctors to facilitate this 

immigration through their efforts at quarantine and immigration stations. Eva Canel, 

for example, visited Havana’s Triscornia Immigration Station in 1915 and lauded its 

director Dr. Francisco Menocal and his facility in her popular book Lo que yo vi en 

Cuba. As mentioned previously, Menocal strongly advocated Spanish immigration 

and so it was not surprising that Spaniards would have regarded him warmly. Canel 

also paid tribute to Triscornia’s “magnificent buildings, splendid for the quarantine of 

 
116 Press clippings file on immigration, November 1900, MAE, H2951. 
117 Diario de la Marina, 14 Aug 1906, afternoon edition, p. 4. 
118 Diario de la Marina, 12 June 1921, p. 3. 
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first-class passengers and the others modest but clean, airy, hygienic, and well laid 

out for immigrants.”119  

Spanish elites backed Cuban medical efforts to keep out allegedly undesirable 

immigrants. In 1920, the Diario de la Marina gave space to the anti-Asian and anti-

Antillean views of Cuban doctor Jorge Le-Roy, one of the island’s most vocal and 

influential eugenics advocates.120 The newspaper also disseminated its own message 

that Jamaican and Haitian immigrants exerted “an unfavorable influence on our 

sanitary conditions.”121 In 1915, Carlos Martí, a prominent Spanish community writer 

and immigration expert, visited Oriente and wrote a book about his observations. In 

it, he warned,  “Hindu labor, Asian labor, Haitian labor, Jamaican labor, Nassauan 

labor, everything but white labor! We loyally offer this news for the consideration of 

those who truly love the republic and care about its future.” Carlos Martí felt that 

their “vices, bad habits, and tendency to anger” made these immigrants a danger to 

Cuba.122 The use of words like “we,” “ours,” and “loyally” suggested that these 

Spanish elites saw themselves as participants in efforts to define and defend Cuba as a 

white nation. 

 Spaniards joined the efforts of Cuban doctors to make Cuba a more healthful 

and “civilized” place as supporters, participants and beneficiaries. A key moment in 

1905 captured this sense of involvement. The first Cuban Medical Congress was held 

 
119 Eva Canel, Lo que yo vi en Cuba  (Havana: La Universal, 1916), p. 41. 
120 Naranjo Orovio, Medicina y racismo , p. 120. 
121 Diario de la Marina, 25 Dec. 1920, p. 1. 
122 Carlos Martí, Films cubanos: Oriente y Occidente (Barcelona: Sociedad General de Publicaciones, 
1915), p. 131.  
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in Havana on May 20, 1905, the third anniversary of Cuban independence. The 

participants came from around the island and abroad. A highpoint of the event 

involved tours of the Spanish hospitals for the attendees, since these facilities 

represented the “last word in the art of healing.” In recognition of the Spanish 

societies’ contribution to the conference’s success and to Cuban health care in 

general, President Estrada Palma seated Spain’s diplomatic representative next to him 

at the high table at the state banquet held in the conference’s honor.123 

In subsequent years, the sense of having a ‘seat at the table’ became deeply 

ingrained in the leadership of the Spanish mutual aid societies when it came to 

discussions of Cuban medical issues. By the 1920s, however, their sense of 

involvement and even entitlement would prove increasingly troubling and offensive 

to Cuban doctors, many of whom began to question whether Spanish influence truly 

benefited the Cuban nation.  

In 1925, Dr. Guiteras addressed the frustrations of his younger and 

increasingly nationalistic colleagues at a mass assembly of 2000 Cuban doctors. He 

noted, “There exists in Cuba a great institution which is the regional societies; as 

great for their virtues as for their vices.” He urged his younger colleagues, “Do not 

raise a systematic opposition against them.” Instead, he wanted them to “teach these 

institutions to spend less on luxury and ostentation and more on sustaining the 

personnel best suited to use and apply science.” The Spanish regional societies 

needed to pay their Cuban doctors more, since these men were the island’s true 
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avatars of medical science and inheritors of the mantle of Cuban medical heroes like 

Finlay. 124 The assembled doctors took inspiration from this message as they formed 

the Federación Médica de Cuba, but soon disregarded his caution about not engaging 

in “systematic opposition” to the Spanish societies. 

 

Contested Medical Patriotism: The FM-UGSM Clash 

The twenty-year struggle between the FM and the UGSM startled foreign and 

domestic observers with doctors’ strikes, outbursts of violence at hospitals, and street 

protests by Spanish elites.125 It represented a headache for Cuban leaders from 

Gerardo Machado to Fulgencio Batista. Yet, standard history texts tend not to 

mention it.126 This omission is not surprising given how much else was going on in 

Cuba during this convulsive period. Historians have naturally gravitated towards such 

dramatic events as Machado’s brutal repression of student activists, reprisals by ABC 

terrorists, general strikes, Machado’s overthrow, U.S. meddling, the Sergeants’ 

 
123 Spanish legation to Foreign Minis ter, Havana, 20 May 1905, MAE, H1430. 
124 Most doctors employed by the Spanish societies were Cuban, although some had Spanish fathers or 
had received part of their education in Spain. César Rodríguez Expósito, Dr. Juan Guiteras, pp. 274-
275; William Belmont Parker (ed.), Cubans of To-Day, pp. 393, 565. 
125 This twenty years counts from the FM’s founding in 1925 to the final pact resolving outstanding 
issues between the FM and a large Spanish society, the Asociación de Dependientes, in 1944.  Most of 
the major Spanish societies settled with the FM between 1940 and 1944. Dr. Augusto Fernandez 
Conde, Biografía de la Federación Médica de Cuba, 1925-144 (Havana: Colegio Medico de la Habana, 
1946), pp. 92, 122, 148. 
126 For example, the struggle is not mentioned in Louis Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment or in 
Luis Aguilar, Cuba 1933. This omission is especially surprising in Aguilar given his emphasis on 
Grau’s reforms. Aguilar simply mentions that Grau’s decree 1703 required mandatory association for 
all professionals. Aguilar, p. 174. As this section demonstrates, mandatory association for doctors was 
hugely controversial in a way that association for other groups was not.  
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Revolt, and President Ramón Grau San Martín’s nationalist decrees.127 Although 

neglected by historians, the FM-UGSM conflict troubled many contemporaries who 

felt this intra-elite struggle risked social chaos at a time when the lower orders were 

already disrupting Cuban society through strikes and radical political demands.128  

The FM-UGSM clash had its roots in Cuba’s demographic and economic 

situation in the 1920s and 1930s. Cuba, and especially Havana, had too many doctors 

chasing too few paying customers. The country had 1,240 registered physicians and 

surgeons in 1907 and 3,000 in 1933.129 This increase responded to the growing 

popularity of medical degrees between 1900 and 1934.130 In the 1901-1902 academic 

year, 266 out of 521 Cuban university students pursued medical degrees; in 1915-

1916, this number rose to 1036 out of 1466.131 Cuba’s post-1898 baby boom 

generation continued the upward trend.132 Between 1900 and 1940, the two largest 

graduating classes of medical students occurred in 1928 (185 graduates) and 1934 

 
127 For a synopsis of these events, see Louis Pérez, Cuba: Between Reform and Revolution, pp. 248-
270.  
128 Manuel Pozas, secretary general of the Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago de Cuba, to 
President Ramón Grau San Martín, Santiago, 24 Sept. 1933, Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Secretaría de 
la Presidencia, 17/68. Pozas was hardly a disinterested observer but his take on the social risks of the 
FM-UGSM struggle was shared by a variety of contemporaries including a prominent member of the 
FM and a British diplomat. Dr. Costa, “Lo que se impone,” Tribuna Médica, Havana, 4 Feb. 1928, p. 
2; Mr. Grant Watson to Sir John Simon, Havana, 2 Nov. 1933. British Documents on Foreign Affairs, 
Series D, vol. 10, document 124, p. 222. 
129 Victor H. Olmsted and Henry Gannett, Cuba: Population, History and Resources 1907 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1909), p. 258; R. G. Leland, “The Practice of Medicine 
in Cuba,” American Medical Association Bulletin, June 1933, number 95, p. 93. Leland was director of 
medical economics at the American Medical Association. 
130 New York Foreign Policy Association, Problemas de la nueva Cuba, (New York: 1935), p. 129. 
131 Ross Danielson, Cuban Medicine (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1979), p. 122. 
132 In all, 750,000 young Cubans sought to enter the work force in the late 1920s and 1930s. In 1931, 
these baby boomers represented 20 percent of the island’s population, and most of them could not find 
work. Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 257 
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(280).133  Not all of these graduates sought medical careers, but those who did faced 

a difficult demographic situation. Older, established doctors tended to hold multiple 

positions and keep them until they died. An average rate of 27 doctors’ deaths per 

year from 1925 to 1940 meant few positions opened up by natural attrition. 134  

The Depression exacerbated this bleak outlook for medical employment. 

Falling revenue forced the government to slash expenditures which meant fewer 

public health positions. Sugar prices, the engine of Cuba’s economy, fell from a 

meager four cents per pound in 1927 to a catastrophic one-half cent per pound in 

1932. From exile, Gerardo Machado noted that the political problems he had faced 

arose because he entered office in 1925 with a ninety-million peso budget which then 

fell to forty million by the time he was forced into exile on August 15, 1933. This 

analysis was self-serving in that it obscured the destabilizing impact of Machado’s 

use of political violence, but it was essentially accurate. Among other austerity 

measures, Machado had to slash the salaries of all public employees except the 

military by as much as sixty percent. This included closing seven public hospitals in 

1931.135   

 
133 Tribuna Médica, Nov. 1941, pp. 136-137. 
134 Tribuna Médica, Nov. 1941, p. 121. This doctors’ glut was primarily a problem for white males. 
Very few women received these degrees. In 1919, for example, Cuba had 1,736 male physicians to 
only 35 female doctors. Pérez, Cuba Between Reform and Revolution, p. 240.  Similarly, the 1907 
census showed that there were only 9 Afro-Cubans among the island’s 1,240 physicians and surgeons. 
Aline Helg, Our Rightful Share: The Afro -Cuban Struggle for Equality (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1995), p. 100. 
135 Gerardo Machado y Morales, Ocho años de lucha (Miami: Ediciones Históricas Cubanas, 1982), p. 
27; Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 281; José A. Tabares del Real, “Proceso 
revolucionario: ascenso y reflujo (1930-1935),” in José Cantón Navarro et al. (ed.), La neocolonia: 
Organización y crisis desde 1899 hasta 1940  (Havana: Editora Política, 1998), p. 285. 
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The Great Depression also caused the other major medical employer, the 

Spanish regional societies, to curb physician salaries because of falling revenue. The 

Depression dried up new immigration and caused a mass exodus back to Spain.  

Many Spanish residents who stayed stopped paying their monthly dues unless they 

became ill. In 1928, for example, the Centro Gallego had an estimated 40,000 

members contributing $75,000 per month; this shrank to 20,000 members and 

$32,000 per month by 1932.136 Many Spanish societies responded by cutting 

physician salaries to $25 or less per month. Most Cuban doctors believed $100 per 

month represented a living wage for a professional.137  

The Spanish societies’ market power gave them considerable leverage over 

medical salaries. In 1927, perhaps as many as 200,000 of Havana’s 500,000 

inhabitants got their medical care from Spanish societies.138 Of the remainder, many 

had little or no access to formal health care. In particular, Afro-Cubans were excluded 

from the Spanish societies and other mutual aid societies for racial reasons, and had 

only limited access to public sector hospitals.139 The country’s skewed regional 

distribution of doctors added to the scarcity of desirable patients. In 1934, 1,200 of 

the country’s 2,542 doctors resided in Havana, a number far out of proportion to the 

 
136 R. G. Leland, American Medical Association Bulletin, p. 94.  
137 Raising base pay from $25 to $100 per month became a major goal of the FM. Leland, p. 94. 
138 Leland, p. 99. 
139 Danielson, pp. 120, 122. 
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city’s share of national inhabitants (500,000 out of a total of almost four million).140 

Too many doctors were chasing too few patients capable of paying for health care. 

 This situation fell short of the economic security and social prestige 

physicians expected. In 1927, one young Cuban doctor related his travails in the 

Tribuna Médica, the FM’s official organ. The lack of jobs in Havana had forced him 

to work as a rural physician which caused him to contract a bad case of malaria. Sick 

and disheartened, he returned to Havana where he failed to “obtain even an 

encouraging word” from his fellow physicians.141 His plight was typical of the period. 

In 1933, the American Medical Association observed that Cuban doctors were in 

danger of falling out of the middle class.142   

The FM was organized in 1925 to meet these challenges by building on ideas 

promoted during the 1920-21 economic crisis. Two central proposals raised in 1920 

were: 1) to urge Spanish society leaders to increase medical pay; and 2) to get the 

Cuban government to legislate mandatory membership for all doctors in a 

professional medical organization that could enforce collective bargaining.143 The FM 

was formed in 1925 to provide the nucleus for this professional association and to 

lobby the Cuban legislature to give it the backing of law. Its leaders succeeded then in 

 
140 Daniels on, p. 111. Danielson’s count of 2,542 doctors is less than Leland’s figure of 3,000 cited 
previously. It is not clear which number is more accurate. 
141 Tribuna Médica, 13 May 1927, p. 3. 
142 Leland, p. 93. 
143The idea of mandatory association had been suggested at Cuba’s second national medical congress 
in 1911 but took on new vigor in the early 1920s. Dr. José Varela Zequeira, “Acerca de la contribución 
de los sanatorios a la prensa médica,” in Congreso Médico Nacional, Actas y trabajos del segundo 
congreso médico nacional (Havana: Imp. La Universal, 1911), p. 451; Colegio Médico de Cuba, 
Boletín, number 15, Havana, Sept. 1920, pp. 3, 5, 9.  
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getting both houses to pass this law, known as the “ley de colegiación médica 

obligatoria.” However, President Zayas bowed to pressure from the Spanish societies 

and vetoed it.144  

This setback and political disagreements within the FM led its leaders to 

oppose the Spanish centers. Not only did these societies represent significant 

accumulations of resources, but they also provided a target most of the FM’s 

members could agree on. This was vital for the FM’s internal cohesion, because the 

2000 doctors who founded it were divided by age, work status, residence, and 

political beliefs.145 The FM’s leaders reflected this diversity in their ideological 

affiliations with the broader Cuban society. For example, the head of a left- leaning 

faction in the FM was Dr. Gustavo Aldereguía, a close colleague of the communist 

leader Julio A. Mella. More conservative backers of the Machado regime within the 

FM gravitated towards Dr. Ricardo Nuñez Portuondo.146  

Spanish societies represented an acceptable target for most FM members, 

because the vast majority of physicians in Cuba were white creoles. Native physicians 

and surgeons outnumbered foreign-born 1201 to 147 in 1907 and 1531 to 235 in 

 
144 Dr. Augusto Fernandez Conde, Biografía de la Federación Médica de Cuba, 1925- 1944, p. 29. 
145 Danielson, p. 118. This author pays particular attention to political factions within the FM and their 
links to larger political groups active during this period. 
146 Dr. Gregorio Delgado García, Temas y personalidades de la historia médica cubana (Havana: 
Consejo Nacional de Sociedades Científicas, 1987), p. 323; Ricardo Nuñez Portuondo, “La república 
de Cuba antes del 1925 y después,” 1926 speech at a banquet honoring Machado, Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba, Secretaría de la presidencia; Eco de Galicia, Jan. 1934, p. 7. 
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1919.147 To a large degree, nationalism and a shared educational background at the 

University of Havana bridged differences in status. Indeed, some of Cuba’s most 

successful physicians demonstrated solidarity with their less- fortunate colleagues. For 

example, José Presno Bastiony, a distinguished Cuban surgeon, earned a place on the 

Centro Asturiano’s hospital staff in 1903, rose to become its director, and then 

renounced this post in 1932 to back his fellow FM members. This represented a 

significant sacrifice of income, although he had other positions at the University of 

Havana and in private practice.148 Of course, many doctors remained loyal to their 

Spanish society employers. Some of these formed a conservative faction within the 

FM called Unión Federativa while others distanced themselves from the FM.149 

The FM sought passage of the association law in order to mandate conditions 

of employment and pricing at the Spanish society hospitals. In particular, the FM 

wanted the power to force the Spanish societies’ wealthier members into fee-for-

service plans, rather than the much cheaper general membership benefits they 

enjoyed.150 Medical care absorbed up to seventy-five percent of the Spanish societies’ 

income so any proposal to reallocate that money was a major concern. 151 

Unsurprisingly, Spanish society leaders united in vehement opposition to the FM’s 

 
147 Olmsted, p. 258; Angel C. Betancourt y Miranda, Census of the Republic of Cuba 1919 (Havana: 
Maza, Arroyo y Caso, 1919), p. 667. These numbers include a handful of native white women and 
Afro-Cuban doctors. 
148 The respected tuberculosis expert and leftist reformer Dr. Gustavo Aldereguía made a similar 
sacrifice of a position at the Centro Asturiano’s hospital. Dr. Gregorio Delgado García, Temas y 
personalidades de la historia médica cubana, pp. 302, 322. 
149 Augusto Fernandez Conde, Biografía de la Federación Médica de Cuba, p. 42. 
150 New York Foreign Policy Association, Problemas de la nueva Cuba, pp. 132-134. 
151 Ibid., p. 42. 
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interference in their membership and administrative policies. The result was a bitter 

struggle between the FM and the UGSM for dominance of Cuba’s private medical 

market. 

The FM declared its willingness to resort to strikes at its national assembly in 

Santiago in 1926. The assembly produced an official declaration that summarized the 

FM’s grievances and ended with a threat sure to get the attention of Spanish elites. 

The FM warned, “There is a simple and effective way to obtain victory: Agree to 

deny services to all of the Associations.”152 To demonstrate the FM’s seriousness, this 

threat was placed on display at the FM’s Havana headquarters where it quickly 

became known to the Spanish community. Eva Canel even sent a copy of the 1926 

declaration to her friend the royal librarian and commented, “This is nothing in 

comparison with what they said later: that they were going to take everything from 

us, even the societies’ designation as ‘Spanish.’ ”153 

The FM followed up on its threat in 1927 with a strike against the Centro 

Gallego’s hospital, La Benéfica. The FM chose the Centro Gallego because it was 

one of the three biggest Spanish societies in Cuba, and its leaders were the most 

intransigent about refusing to negotiate with the FM.154 The strike began on March 25 

and significantly disrupted service at the hospital. However, other Spanish 

 
152 “Carta de desafío permanente de la Federación Médica a las sociedades españolas,” Annex B of  
“Conflicto entre el Centro Gallego y la Federación Médica – 1927-1929,” in Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba, Secretaría de la Presidencia. 
153 Eva Canel to Conde de las Navas, Havana, 4 May 1927, Biblioteca Real, II-4055, caja no. 15. 
154 One Centro Gallego board member, Sr. Bargueiras, wondered in 1930 if President Bouza had been 
too undiplomatic with the FM. Bargueiras noted that prior to the 1927 conflict the Centro Gallego was 
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organizations quickly showed their solidarity with the Centro Gallego, and its board 

broke the strike with loyal doctors, “replacement” doctors, and help from the 

Machado government which provided a military doctor to supervise La Benéfica and 

protect its staff from FM retaliation. 155  

The FM tried again in 1932 with a strike against Spanish hospitals across the 

island, beginning with the Centro Asturiano and then extending to other major 

Spanish hospitals in Havana. Spanish hospitals in Cienfuegos, Matanzas, Santiago, 

Pinar del Río, Santa Clara, Sagua la Grande, and other communities soon followed. 

The FM’s strike guidelines allowed doctors to treat only emergency cases and even 

then solely with the permission of the FM’s leadership.156 The UGSM broke this 

strike with young replacement doctors desperate for work and an ultimatum -- return 

or be fired -- to striking doctors on August 22 that brought them to heel by August 

24.157 

The third great strike occurred in January of 1934, triggered by the ouster of 

President Grau San Martín, a doctor and staunch FM ally, and his replacement by 

Carlos Mendieta. The new president revoked the mandatory association law approved 

 
the only Spanish society that refused to respond to an initial communication from the FM.  Centro 
Gallego, Boletín de los Apoderados del Centro Gallego , 2 Feb. 1930, p. 2. 
155 The Centro Asturiano, Asociación Canaria, Centro Balear, and Centro Castellano lent their 
ambulances to transfer the Benéfica’s patients to other facilities. Centro Gallego, Boletín de los 
Apoderados del Centro Gallego, Havana, 2 May 1927, pp. 5362 and 5483. In addition, Spanish society 
leaders sent a high-profile delegation to lobby President Machado which included the presidents of the 
Casino Español, Centro Gallego, Centro Asturiano, Asociación de Dependientes, and the Asociación 
Canaria. Casino Español, Memoria 1927 (Havana: Imp. La Habanera, 1928), pp. 101-102. Centro 
Gallego, Boletín de los Apoderados del Centro Gallego , 13 April 1927, p. 5308; Tribuna Médica, 13 
May 1927, pp. 1, 4 
156 Diario de la Marina, 16 Aug. 1932, pp. 1, 15 and 19 Aug. 1932, p. 1. 
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by Grau San Martín, which had allowed the FM to use policemen to keep non-FM 

doctors out of the Spanish clinics, giving the FM the upper hand. Losing this tool 

caused the FM to launch another general strike against Spanish hospitals.  Mendieta 

imposed a truce on January 24 and calmed the FM by promising (in front of 

witnesses) to reconsider his position on the mandatory association law. 158  

Medical strikes posed significant risks for their participants, especially in 

terms of angering public opinion. Doctors do not ordinarily go on strike because 

doing so might violate their Hippocratic oath. Indeed, patients suffe red and, in a few 

cases, died because of the FM’s service interruptions.159 It is not surprising then that 

labor agitation by Cuban doctors struck many contemporaries as bizarre. One British 

diplomat reported that the 1934 FM strike produced “most revolting” scenes of 

gravely ill patients turned away from hospitals and “coffins piled up awaiting death 

certificates.”160 Some Cuban doctors questioned the appropriateness of medical 

strikes as well. One physician wrote the Tribuna Médica in 1928 to argue that such 

tactics “might be acceptable for manual laborers” but not for “a scientific 

profession.”161  Yet, the FM persisted in using them despite the risks for patient care 

 
157 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 22 Aug. 1932, p. 85, APS, Fondo colonia 
española, leg. 11. 
158 Tribuna Médica, 15 and 30 Jan. 1934, p. 5 and 15 and 28 Feb. 1934, p. 1; Diario de la Marina, 14 
Jan. 1934, p. 1 and  24 Jan. 1934, p. 1. 
159Diario de la Marina, 24 Jan. 1934, p. 1. This was hardly an unbiased source regarding patients 
suffering as a result of the FM’s actions. However, the level of detail given about the specific cases is 
persuasive.  
160 Grant Watson  to Sir John Simon, Havana, 13 Jan. 1934. 
161 Dr.  Agustín R. Costa, “Lo que se impone,” letter to Tribuna Médica, 4 Feb. 1928, p. 2. 
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and its own professional reputation. This determination suggests the depth of 

medical desperation caused by the Depression and Spanish society opposition. 

Spanish resistance was facilitated by the cultivation of a wide range of 

powerful Cubans. For example, Machado’s ties to Centro Gallego president Bouza 

proved crucial in the 1927 strike. According to Eva Canel, Machado told Bouza, 

“Hear me Gallego: When I thought I wasn’t going to win the presidency, I went to 

your house and you helped me. Now, I’m going to help you.”162 Spanish elites even 

reached out to political figures who had yet to achieve national prominence. Spanish 

retailers gave money to the ABC when it was still an anti-Machado terrorist group, 

albeit one with a pragmatic anti- leftist reform agenda.163 In September 1933, an ABC 

commission visited the Asociación de Dependientes hospital to show their solidarity 

against government imposition of FM doctors.164 In a more surprising outreach, the 

Centro Gallego agreed to loan its doctors to mutineers at Camp Colombia during the 

1933 Sergeants’ Revolt.165 This hedging of bets proved a wise investment given 

Sergeant (soon-to-be Colonel) Batista’s rapid ascent to power afterwards, and his 

generally positive relationship with the UGSM. Overall, the FM had good reason to 

complain about the influence exerted on Cuban leaders by the Spanish centers.166 

 
162 Eva Canel to Conde de las Navas, Havana, 4 May 1927.  Although largely a recluse at this point in 
her life, Canel stayed well-informed about the Spanish community through a network of friends, 
admirers, and former servants.  
163 Gerardo Machado, Ocho años de lucha, p. 46; Aguilar, pp.118-119. 
164 Diario de la Marina, 5 Sept. 1933, p. 1. 
165 Diario de la Marina, 10 Sept. 1933, p. 10. 
166 Tribuna Médica, 15 and 28 Feb. 1934, p. 1. 
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The FM had to worry about Spanish media influence as well. In 1928, the 

Tribuna Médica sourly noted the appointment of the Centro Gallego’s president as 

vice president of the Diario de la Marina corporation. These kind of direct links 

between Spanish societies and Spanish community newspapers helped explain the 

“bad press” the FM felt it was getting.167 Spanish organizations also rewarded Cubans 

who advocated the UGSM’s positions in the media. For example, the Centro de la 

Colonia Española de Santiago paid the director of Diario Avance $150 for his pro-

UGSM reporting in 1934. In 1932, the same organization also thanked the “talented 

lawyer Dr. Francisco Martínez Anaya for his virile articles published in the local 

press” in support of the UGSM. To reward his efforts, the society made him its 

“honorary consulting lawyer.” This was a valuable endorsement given the 

organization’s wealthy membership and the scarcity of work.168  

The most public display of Spanish resistance to the FM came in September 

1933 with a large protest march and retail closure. These actions came a week after 

the Grau government’s imposition of the mandatory association law on September 20, 

1933. UGSM leaders called this law “the most serious problem ever confronted by 

the societies in their long life.” It hurt “each and every member equally.” 

Consequently, the UGSM called for a “great manifestation” joining together different 

classes and ethnicities to express “the feelings of 200,000 men, which is the number 

 
167 Tribuna Médica, 10 March 1928, p. 1. 
168 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 10 Oct. 1932, p. 204 and 14 Aug. 1935, p. 210., 
APS, Fondo Colonia Española, legajos 11 and 12.  
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represented by the collective mass of the regional society memberships.”169 Of 

course, the UGSM did not get a full turnout, but it did put together what the New York 

Times referred to as “one of the greatest demonstrations in the history of the Cuban 

Republic.” On September 27, 1933, over 40,000 members and supporters of the 

Spanish societies marched to the Presidential palace to express their grievances. The 

New York Times reporter was especially impressed by the strong presence of middle 

and upper-class elements.170 

The effect of the Havana manifestation was amplified by related protests in 

Spanish communities across the island. Two thousand members of UGSM 

delegations in the province of Havana traveled to the city to join the protest march. 

Several thousand other members of delegations in Cuba and Spain sent telegrams to 

the organizers to express their solidarity. 171 Spanish societies in Santiago held an 

“orderly demonstration” on the same day.  172 Spanish merchants closed their shops for 

twenty-four hours to signal their displeasure as well in many parts of Cuba.173 

Spanish elites across the island also orchestrated a simultaneous wave of protest 

 
169 Diario de la Marina, 22 Sept. 1933, p. 1. 
170 New York Times, 25 Sept. 1933, p. 8 and 29 Sept. 1933, p. 13. Presumably, many working-class 
members participated as well. The FM tried on several occasions to get working-class Spaniards to 
abandon the UGSM leadership, but without mu ch success. Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, 
Actas , 10 Sept. 1933, pp. 58-59, APS, Fondo Colonia Española, leg. 10; Tribuna Médica, 15 and 30 
Jan. 1934, pp. 11, 18. 
171 The big three Spanish mutual aid societies had branch offices and facilities in many Cuban towns, 
Florida, and northern Spain. Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio, Memoria 1933 (Havana: 
1934), p. 194. This same page provides a summary of the kinds of Spanish societies that participated in 
the protest march. The protest included members and leaders of the largest societies (the ones with 
hospitals) as well as 62 Asturian clubs, 306 Gallego educational societies and 25 cultural societies. 
172 New York Times, 29 Sept. 1933, p. 13. 
173 Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas, 28 Sept 1933, p. 4, APS, Fondo Colonia 
Española, leg. 12. 
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telegrams to President Grau San Martín and to Colonel Batista. In some cases, 

Spanish community organizations wrote one or the other Cuban leader directly; in 

others they prevailed upon local Cuban officials to relay their complaints. Protests 

poured in from Santiago, Guantánamo, Esmeralda, Caibarién, Ciego de Avila, 

Jovellanos, and other towns.174 

The Spanish societies took great pride in their September campaign. The 

Asociación de Dependientes boasted, “The [Havana] march produced an 

extraordinary sensation in all sectors of national opinion and in the national and 

foreign press. Its organization, quality [i.e. orderly behavior] and quantity [of 

participants] were unanimously recognized.” This “civic achievement” would be 

“written in letters of gold in the annals of the Societies with Hospitals and in those of 

the [Cuban] Republic.”175 Needless to say, the FM was aghast. The Tribuna Médica 

referred to the Havana march as a “monstrous manifestation” nurtured “by deceit and 

bribes” which “threatened to wipe us away.”176 

Violence against property and individuals marred the campaigns of both sides. 

FM supporters challenged “traitor” doctors to duels; defaced their offices; and 

assaulted them in the street.177 In 1933, FM doctors pretended to be possible scabs in 

 
174 “Mensajes de protesta sobre la colegiación médica,” 24 Sept.-11 Oct. 1933, Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba, Secretaría de la Presidencia, 17/68. Col. Batista discretely relayed transcripts of his telegrams to 
the president’s office. Batista was head of the armed forces at this point and known to be on bad terms 
with Grau. Aguilar, p. 193. 
175 Asociación de Dependientes del Comercio, Memoria 1933 (Havana: 1934), p. 145. 
176 Tribuna Médica, 15 Jan. 1934, p. 11; June-July 1941, p. 61. 
177 Tribuna Médica, 31 March 1927, p. 3; Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, Actas , 10 Sept. 
1933, pp. 58-59, APS, Fondo Colonia Española, leg. 10; Centro de la Colonia Española de Santiago, 
Actas , 11 Oct. 1932, p. 206, APS, Fondo Colonia Española, leg. 11. 
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order to lure Asociación de Dependientes board members into an ambush. 178 In 

addition, FM doctors brandished pistols during brawls that erupted in 1933 between 

them and Spanish hospital patients and staff over the imposition of FM physicians 

under the mandatory association law. 179  UGSM supporters also resorted to violence. 

Dr. Arturo Aballí, a FM leader and eminent pediatrician, was repeatedly menaced 

with duels “to the death.”180  FM vice-president Dr. Ricardo Núñez Portuondo had a 

bomb thrown at his house in 1932.181  The Cienfuegos Colegio Médico had its doors 

dynamited in 1934.182 The young FM doctor José Elias Borges y Carreras was shot to 

death during a demonstration in 1934, possibly by a replacement doctor.183 In 

addition, Spanish patients attacked unwelcome FM doctors and their police escort 

with sticks in 1934.184   

To some degree, destructive acts by FM and UGSM partisans simply reflected 

the violence evident in the country at large. Depression-era Cuba was wracked 

repeatedly by acts of sabotage, torture, beatings, bombs, and shootings by groups 

 
178Asociación de Dependientes, Memoria 1933, p. 158. 
179 Diario de la Marina, 5 Sept. 1933. 
180 Tribuna Médica, 13 July 1927, p. 7 and 11 Feb. 1928, p. 3. 
181 Diario de la Marina, 25 Aug. 1932, p. 1 and 27 Aug. 1932, p. 3. The doctor insisted that the 
bombing occurred because of his FM activity, not his political aspirations. He would later run 
unsuccessfully for the presidency of Cuba in 1944 as the representative of the old Liberal, Republican, 
and Conservative parties. Danielson, p. 118. 
182 Diario de la Marina, 24 Jan. 1934, p. 1. 
183 The FM claimed him as its principal martyr and insisted that he had been shot in the back by a 
“scab.” However, he was active in a wide range of radical political causes so other explanations are 
possible. Tribuna Médica, 15 and 30 Jan. 1934, p.1 and  15 and 28 Feb. 1934, p. 26. 
184Diario de la Marina, 13 Jan. 1934, p. 1. 
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across the political spectrum.185 Still, the medical context made the FM-UGSM 

violence unusual. Hospitals were supposed to be places of healing, not full-scale 

brawls between doctors and patients. Such outbursts showed how seriously 

participants on both sides took the conflict.  

The Rhetoric of Medical Patriotism 

 Medical patriotism provided one of the FM-UGSM conflict’s central arenas. 

Both sides wielded elements taken from Cuba’s medical patriotic tradition to bolster 

internal unity and justify their positions to the Cuban government and public opinion. 

The Spanish societies proved surprisingly effective at inserting themselves into this 

tradition and denying it to their opponents. This result reveals the influence exerted 

on the development of Cuban nationalism by the Spanish community. Even ardent 

Cuban nationalists with real grievances against the Spanish societies found it difficult 

to justify overtly anti-Spanish positions. 

One use the FM had for medical patriotism was to chastise disloyal doctors. 

Ricardo Nuñez Portuondo insisted that the FM’s “campaign” in 1927 against the 

Centro Gallego represented “the first movement of effective cubanismo realized since 

the Independence era.” Like the Liberation Army doctors, the FM was fighting to 

defend Cuba. Doctors who failed to heed this call were repeatedly referred to as 

“traitors.” The connection to the past was evident. Cuban doctors who sided with the 

Spanish societies were like the Cubans who had fought on Spain’s side during the 

 
185 José A. Tabares del Real, “Proceso revolucionario: ascenso y reflujo (1930-1935),” pp. 291, 315; 
Gerardo Machado, Ocho años de lucha, p. 46; Pérez, Cuba Under the Platt Amendment, p. 264; 
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independence wars. Such “false” doctors had to be expelled from the FM, or better 

yet challenged to duels to the death. 186 This kind of accusation had a powerful sting. 

When Dr. Agustín de Varona became director of the Covadonga during the 1932 

strike, he sharply protested the FM’s calling him and the replacement doctors 

“guerrilleros.”187 

 The Spanish societies had their own problems with unity, both within and 

between organizations. Their base membership included many “thousands” of Cuban 

members, some of whom were uncomfortable with the Spanish patriotism shown by 

the leadership.188 In addition, two small Spanish societies broke ranks in 1933 and 

signed pacts with the FM.189 Political upheaval in Spain in the late 1920s and 1930s 

also heightened discord within the community, especially between republicans and 

royalists.190  

 Appeals to pride and fear couched in medical patriotic terms helped paper 

over these differences within the Spanish community. In 1927, during the Centro 

Gallego’s conflict with the FM, the Eco de Galicia printed an article by Juan 

Maspons Franco, a Liberation Army veteran and former aide to Antonio Maceo. 

Maspons claimed that “harmony between Spaniards and Cubans was one of the fruits 

of the emancipatory revolution,” and urged members of the Spanish societies to 

 
Aguilar, p. 125. 
186 Tribuna Médica: 13 May 1927, pp. 5, 7; 25 May 1927, p. 1; 31 May 1927, p. 3. 
187 Diario de la Marina, 21 Aug. 1932, p. 3. 
188 Eco de Galicia, May 1927, p. 20; Danielson, p. 24; New York Foreign Policy Association, 
Problemas de la nueva Cuba, p. 42. 
189 Dr. Augusto Fernandez Conde, Biografia de la Federación Médica de Cuba, p. 52. 
190 New York Foreign Policy Association, Problemas de la nueva Cuba, p. 43. 
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remain united.191 In 1933, the president of the Asociación de Dependientes, Avelino 

González, addressed a “grand assembly” of 5000 members. He urged “Cuban and 

Spanish members to maintain a united front” against the FM, because “our 

associations are the honor of Cuba and the glory of Spain.” He continued on a darker 

note, “Either we finish the Federación Médica or they will finish us.”192 The 

progressive republican publication Eco de Galicia used similar appeals to pride and 

fear to make common cause with the Centro Gallego’s conservative, royalist 

leadership against the FM.193 

 To meet its external needs for support, the FM repeatedly sought the backing 

of Cuban officials and citizens on the basis of medical patriotism.  Specifically, FM 

leaders linked their cause to the most militant component of medical patriotism. In a 

1927 article collected by the Machado regime, the FM insisted that the final war for 

independence should rightly be known as “the Doctors’ War,” because medical 

conspirators had kept vital information networks open and because Cuban soil had 

been “soaked with the blood of hundreds of doctors.”194 The FM portrayed itself as 

the direct inheritor of this liberation legacy. Nuñez Portuondo suggested in a 1927 

speech that the FM was fighting for “professional ethics” and “for the cause of Cuba 

 
191 Eco de Galicia, May 1927, p. 20. 
192 Asociación de Dependientes, Memoria 1933, pp. 187-141. 
193 Eco de Galicia, May 1927, p. 5. 
194 Tribuna Médica, 28 Feb. 1927. “Conflicto entre el Centro Gallego y la Federación Médica,” annex 
A, ANC, Secretaría de la Presidencia. 



  

428 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
libre.” This martial theme remained a constant in FM propaganda. In its 1932 strike 

call, the Tribuna Médica described FM members as “soldiers defending a culture.”195  

The FM publicized its image as defender of the nation in a variety of ways. In 

1928, the organization held its third annual convention in Santiago to take advantage 

of the region’s stature as the cradle of Cuban independence. Santiago’s independence 

ties reflected “the purest sentiments of Cubans,” just like the FM. The organizers 

hoped that the convention would get this message across to local governments, local 

medical associations, students, professionals, and the “people.”196  

The FM also boasted of its close ties with various Cuban patriotic projects and 

elements. In 1930, the FM’s executive committee donated 100 pesos for a 

“Monumento al Soldado Invasor Mambí.” In addition, the Tribuna Médica reprinted 

articles by ardent Cuban nationalist politicians like Carlos Manuel de la Cruz, a 

Conservative congressman, and letters of support from the Asociación Nacional de 

los Hijos de Libertadores. The FM’s vice-president proudly noted that his own father 

had been a prominent Liberation Army veteran. When Nuñez Portuondo’s house was 

bombed in 1932, he told the Diario de la Marina, “My father suffered much worse to 

gain the Patria’s independence. What does it matter if I have to suffer a little now to 

gain the independence of my class?” As defenders of the nation, the FM doctors 

 
195 Tribuna Médica, 7 June 1928 and 15 Aug. 1932, p. 1. 
196 Tribuna Médica, 7 Jan. 1928, p. 1. 
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deserved the support of their countrymen: “With us are those who themselves are 

truly Cuban; with us are the emancipators.”197 

According to the FM, those who were not with it were not “truly Cuban.” The 

FM argued that its enemies were also the enemies of the nation. The Centro Gallego 

was “a foreign association” that “hates the land that protects it.” Overall, the mutual 

aid societies represented “bastions of the conservative spirit of colonial times” that 

played on “the [anti-Cuban] prejudices of almost all of our peninsular immigrants.” 

White Cubans only joined these “foreign associations” for lack of “Cuban” 

alternatives.198 The Spanish societies were living fossils and a danger to the nation. In 

a radio broadcast in 1932, the FM stressed that Spaniards in Cuba ignored progressive 

role models like Dr. Gregorio Marañon (a prominent reformer in Spain) in favor of 

reactionary heroes like El Cid and Saint James. Such dangerous historical inspiration 

led Spanish immigrants who came to Cuba to “pillage us like Cortés.” Even worse, 

the enemies of the independence era not only continued to disturb the nation but had 

“more power under the Republic than those who won the war.” In 1933, FM doctors 

at a public hospital wrote President Grau to congratulate him on his actions against 

“these foreigners who have not known how to appreciate the immense hospitality of 

our land.” The FM needed this kind of support against such dangerous colonial 

 
197Tribuna Médica : 1 Oct. 1930, p. 112; 7 Jan. 1927, p. 1; 10 March 1928, pp. 1 and 4;  and 18 Feb. 
1928, p. 8. Diario de la Marina, 27 Aug. 1932, p. 3. 
198 Tribuna Médica, 13 June 1927, pp. 1, 5 and 1 Aug. 1930, p. 47. 
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elements, and deserved it because of the link Cuban doctors had to the independence 

period along with their “heroism,” “honor” and “scientific capacity.”199 

Spanish societies and their media allies countered by asserting the regional 

societies’ integral and positive role in the Cuban nation. 200 The Eco de Galicia 

insisted in 1927 that the Spanish mutual aid societies were “humanitarian and 

beneficial” and “represented a source of pride for Cuba.” In 1933, the influential 

monthly recast this argument in even stronger terms: “They are connected so closely 

with Cuban life and their services are so useful, necessary, and opportune that it is not 

possible to take aim at them without profoundly wounding the heart of the 

Republic.”201 The Diario de la Marina opined in 1932 that the Centro Asturiano 

deserved the “admiration not only of Cuba, but of all nations that consider themselves 

civilized.” Among other benefits, the Centro Asturiano aided Cuba by taking on 

charity cases, thus lightening the burden on the public purse. For its part, the UGSM 

urged its member societies in 1932 to beseech Cuba’s president for protection “given 

that we provide undeniable services to the Republic.”202 

 
199 Tribuna Médica: 1 June 1932, p. 224;  7 Jan. 1928, p. 3; and 28 Feb. 1927. Doctors at Máximo 
Gómez hospital to President Grau, 30 Sept 1933, Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Secretaría de la 
Presidencia, 17/68. Open letter from the Agrupación Federativa Pro-Ejercicio Libre de la Profesión 
Médica de Cuba to the Secretary of the Comité Ejecutivo Revolucionario de la Federación Médica de 
Cuba. Reprinted in the Diario de la Marina, 7 Sept. 1933, p. 3. 
200 This defense of Spanish hospitals was bolstered by and formed part of a larger defense of continued 
Spanish influence in Cuba in the face of rising Cuban nationalism which culminated in the 1933 labor 
law limiting Spanish employment to fifty percent in any given establishment. For works defending the 
community as a whole, see the Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario; and José M. Alvarez 
Acevedo, Colonia española en la economía cubana (Havana: 1936). 
201 Eco de Galicia, May 1927, p. 5 and November 1933, p. 7. 
202 Diario de la Marina: 19 Aug. 1932, p. 2.; 31 Oct. 1933, p. 8; 7 Aug. 1932, p. 3. 
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The Spanish societies also argued that they were not truly foreign elements in 

Cuba. The Centro Asturiano noted, for example, that Cuban citizens comprised forty-

seven percent of its membership in 1932.203 In August 1933, the UGSM’s leaders 

wrote an open letter to President Céspedes during his very brief tenure. The letter 

ended by insisting that the regional societies “have done everything in their power to 

foster the progress and greatness of this beloved land, patria of our children.” In other 

words, the Spanish community provided Cuba with vital institutional and biological 

contributions that made it an integral part of the nation. Consequently, the “good 

Cubans” were men like José I. Rivero, son of Nicolás Rivero and director of the 

Diario de la Marina, who supported the UGSM.204 

UGSM backers attacked the FM’s members as both bad Cubans and bad 

doctors. One irate UGSM partisan wrote President Mendieta in 1934 to inveigh 

against the FM. The writer insisted that the “infamous” January medical strike 

reflected only a “hunger for enrichment at the expense of the sick.” Even the eminent 

pediatrician and FM leader Dr. Aballí exploited his defenseless patients. The FM’s 

medical patriotic claims served to cloak greed and to solicit “the support of the 

authorities as Cubans.”205 The Eco de Galicia presented similar anti-FM slurs 

between 1927 and 1934. The monthly disparaged the motives of the FM’s leadership 

 
203 Diario de la Marina: 19 Aug. 1932, p. 2. Admittedly, many of these “Cuban” members would have 
been considered “de hecho” Spaniards. See chapter one. 
204Diario de la Marina, 3 Sept. 1933, p. 1 and 16 Aug. 1932, p. 15. Cuban-born and U.S. educated, 
José I. Rivero emphasized different aspects of his identity depending on circumstances. Most 
contemporaries would have considered him a “de hecho” Spaniard. See chapters one and five. 
205 G.R. Martoreli to President Mendieta, Havana, 22 Jan. 1934, Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Secretaría 
de la Presidencia, “Huelga Colegio Médico Nacional – Daños.” 
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as being purely “of the material kind” despite “the lying patriotic stories they spread 

to make people think otherwise.” FM members were “ungentlemanly,” “irrational,” 

and “unchristian.”  Their “fierce hatred” of the Spanish centers led FM supporters to 

seek their “annihilation.”206 In 1933, the Centro Asturiano’s radio spokesman, Luis 

Guardado, broadcast, “We never believed in the sincerity of the proposals made by 

the Federation’s doctors.” In his view, these men completely lacked “morality as 

citizens and professional ethics” as doctors.207 In short, through their offensive and 

defensive rhetoric, UGSM partisans insisted that they and not the FM doctors could 

lay claim to the mantle of Cuban medical patriotism. 

Spanish community propaganda proved quite effective overall. Its impact can 

be seen in FM complaints about media coverage and public opinion; in FM 

defensiveness on the subject of xenophobia; and in the surprisingly minimal FM use 

of the medical student martyrs. FM leaders often revealed irritation with Spanish 

rhetoric and the general state of Cuban public opinion, suggesting the impact of the 

former on the latter.  

In 1928, the Tribuna Médica grumbled that there was no truly Cuban press in 

Havana and expressed frustration with the “irritating pseudo-patriotism of the Spanish 

community and its mentors and unconditionals in the press.”208 In 1933, the Diario de 

la Marina reprinted a bulletin of grievances sent out by an FM affiliate. One of this 

group’s principal objectives was to “energetically reject all of the accusations against 

 
206 Eco de Galicia: May 1927, p. 5; 1 June 1928, p. 4; Nov. 1933, p. 7; and Jan. 1934, p. 4. 
207 Diario de la Marina, 31 Oct. 1933, p. 8. 
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the Honorable Cuban Medical Body made over the radio and in the press by some 

individuals unworthy of a place in the bosom of our society.” In 1934, the FM 

became so fed up with the “constant and repeated radio defamation campaigns by 

leaders of the Spanish regional societies” that it asked the president of Cuba to stop 

the broadcasts.209   

One reason for FM disgruntlement can be found in a speech by its president in 

1933 after the imposition of the mandatory association law. It was a triumphal 

moment for the FM, and Dr. Gustavo Cuervo Rubio’s remarks mostly reflected this. 

However, he also let slip one of the FM’s preoccupations: its concern with gaining 

public support. The doctor recognized that “public opinion, which at times has been 

adverse to us, will soon understand our reasoning.”210 This admission, taken in 

conjunction with FM media complaints, suggests that UGSM propaganda was an 

important and effective tool in influencing public opinion against the FM. 

One element in particular of Spanish propaganda put the FM on the defensive: 

the idea that these doctors were driven, as the Eco de Galicia put it, by a “fierce 

hatred” of Spaniards. In a 1927 interview Dr. Aballí refuted the charge of 

“xenophobia which is imputed to us.” Another FM leader, Dr. Iraizoz, insisted in a 

speech one month later that “one should not see, not even for one moment, the most 

 
208 Tribuna Médica: 7 Jan. 1928, p. 1; 17 March 1928, p. 1; and 15 Aug. 1932, p. 1 
209 Diario de la Marina, 7 Sept. 1933, p. 3; Tribuna Médica, 16 Feb. 1934, p. 31. 
210 Diario de la Marina, 20 Sept. 1933, p. 3. 
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minimal offense or resentment against the Spanish element in my ardent desires as a 

Cuban.” He took pains to point out that his paternal family was from Spain. 211  

This defensiveness persisted among FM writers and speakers. For example, in 

1928 a FM doctor wrote an article to protest the selection of the Centro Gallego’s 

social palace for a commemorative Cuban stamp.  He carefully defended this stance 

as stemming from “Cubanophilia” rather than an “anachronistic Hispanophobia.” The 

Tribuna Médica insisted that a speech by Dr. Aballí at the FM’s 1928 convention had 

“not sinned in terms of hispanophobia.” The FM’s exasperation on this point was 

summed up by one large headline in the Tribuna Médica: “Cubanophiles, Yes; 

Hispanophobes, No.” One FM leader, Dr. Recio, took to the airwaves in 1932 to 

insist “that in the terrain of xenophobia we sow no seeds in our soul, not even the 

tiniest.” Terms like “anachronistic” and “sinned” indicate that the FM accepted the 

idea that overtly anti-Spanish rhetoric had no legitimate place in Cuba’s elite public 

discourse.212 

FM defensiveness on the subject of xenophobia provides the most likely 

explanation for why the organization did not make more use of the medical student 

martyrs. No component of Cuban medical patriotism was better known or more suited 

for the FM’s struggle with the UGSM. As noted in section one, the innocent medical 

students had suffered at the hands of corrupt, violent Spaniards. Through monuments 

and annual commemorations, their story became known to Cubans of all ages. The 

 
211 Tribuna Médica: 25 May 1927, p. 2 and 13 June 1927, p. 1. 
212 Tribuna Médica: 7 Jan 1927, p. 1; 11 Feb. 1928, p. 3; 13 March 1928, p.1; and 1 June 1932, p. 23. 
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potential for and utility of drawing parallels between the martyrs’ fate and the FM’s 

struggle with the Spanish societies appear obvious.  

The FM did make limited use of 1871 references. In 1927, Dr. Recio 

suggested that the Spanish societies should make restitution for crimes of the past like 

the “shocking horror of 1871.” This was the most overt linkage to appear in the 

Tribuna Médica. On two other occasions, in 1928 and 1930, the Tribuna Médica 

printed comparisons between Spanish societies in the republic and colonial-era 

voluntarios. Only once did the FM make an effort to attach itself to the actual civic 

cult surrounding the student martyrs. In October 1930, the FM’s executive committee 

laid a floral wreath on the student martyrs’ tomb to celebrate the fifth anniversary of 

the organization’s founding.  The Tribuna Médica did not give much priority to this 

event, relegating it to a brief blurb on page twenty-nine. The FM’s use of the martyrs 

began strongly in 1927 but became quite tame by 1930.213  

The FM did not use the Havana sites associated with the martyrs during the 

peak moments of conflict with the Spanish societies (which 1930 was not), nor did it 

incorporate the martyrs into its medical patriotic rhetoric beyond the few references 

mentioned above. However, during this time period other political groups did 

appropriate the sanctity of the martyrs for various causes, especially political activists 

at the University of Havana. For example, in 1933 student leader Eduardo Chibás 

 
213 Tribuna Médica: 25 March 1927, p. 1; 7 Jan. 1928, p. 1; 4  Feb. 1928, p. 5; and 1 Oct. 1930, p. 29. 
Dr. Aballí gave a speech at a November 27 event held at the Teatro Nacional in 1927 by University of 
Havana students. However, he did so in his capacity as a university  professor, rather than as a FM 
leader. Le Roy, p. 189. 
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spoke at a huge November 27 anniversary event held at Colón cemetery to celebrate 

the downfall of Machado. Admittedly, the Machado regime suppressed November 27 

anniversaries in 1931 and 1932 for fear of student activists. This decision could 

conceivably have curbed the desires of FM leaders to use the student martyrs. 

However, such constraints would not have affected them outside of those years. 

So why did the FM not do more with the medical martyrs?  The graphic 1871 

reference used in 1927 shows that FM leaders were certainly aware of the political 

charge such accusing parallels could carry. The lack of later examples suggests that 

adroit Spanish use of the xenophobia card made the potential risks of any 1871-based 

strategy outweigh the rewards. It is also possible that the efforts of Spanish leaders to 

distance the community from the voluntarios’ crime through the heroism of 

Capdevila contributed to the FM’s unwillingness to pursue anti-Spanish applications 

of the martyrs. These conclusions are necessarily speculative, but seem plausible 

given the nature and timing of the FM’s martyr usage and the generally defensive 

tone of FM articles and speeches on the issue of “Hispanophobia.” 

 

Conclusion 

 Cuban nationalism developed a strong component of medical patriotism 

dating back to the Ten Years’ War and the injustice suffered by the medical students 

at the hands of Spanish voluntarios. The martyrs’ youth, innocence, and gifted 

promoters made them into a rallying symbol for Cuban liberty from Spain. After 
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1898, the anniversary of their death became a major civil religious holiday that 

celebrated past sacrifices on behalf of the patria. Cuban tributes at home and abroad 

to yellow-fever researcher Carlos Finlay reflected the republic’s uneasy relationship 

with the United States. Asserting Finlay’s scientific credentials underscored Cuba’s 

capacity for self-governance despite the Platt amendment’s sanitation clause.   

 Cuban doctors saw themselves as the heirs to Latin America’s proudest 

medical patriotic tradition and resented Spanish efforts to lay claim to a place of 

honor within it. Cuban physicians had defended their nation through patriotic 

sacrifice, martial service, and scientific achievement. Under the republic, they 

continued to defend the nation by ensuring its public health and “civilized” 

development through appropriately “scientific” immigration policies. Spanish elites 

inserted their community into this tradition through tributes to Capdevila, promotion 

of the Spanish society hospitals, and support for immigration policies aimed at 

whitening Cuba. The financial crises of the 1920s spurred the FM to reject the right of 

Spanish community leaders to a place at the table of medical patriotism as both 

groups sought a dominant position in the island’s private medical market. 

The FM finally won mandatory association in 1944 and the sanction of law to 

regulate medical employment in Cuba. Bowing to the inevitable, the Asociación de 

Dependientes became the last major Spanish mutual aid society to resolve its 

differences with the FM.214 However, mandatory association was something of a 

 
214 Fernandez Conde, Biografía de la Federación Médica de Cuba, p. 148. Their 1944 pact mostly 
involved the fate of medical personnel who had remained loyal to the society during the strike years. 
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Pyrrhic victory for the FM, even though it was a goal pursued by Cuban doctors 

since 1911. Internal strife within the Cuban medical community (over generational 

and ideological issues) rose sharply once it was deprived of “the sharp and popular 

conflicts with the Spanish centers.”215 

 In many respects, the FM-UGSM struggle was a victory for the Spanish 

societies. Spanish leaders effectively thwarted FM demands until better economic 

times during World War II made them less of a threat to Spanish community 

resources. This achievement reflected adroit use of media and political resources and 

unprecedented coordination between Spanish societies. Just as importantly, Spanish 

leaders kept the FM from turning Cuba’s strong medical patriotic tradition against 

them. The medical martyrs of 1871 did not become the medical martyrs of 1927, 

1932, 1933 or 1934 – the peak years of conflict between Spanish societies and Cuban 

doctors. 

 

 
215 Danielson, p. 110. 
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Conclusion: “Missing Martyrs and ‘Technical’ Difficulties” 

  

This dissertation centers on two puzzling decisions: the Federación Médica’s 

(FM) choice not to use the medical student martyrs between 1925 and 1934; and the 

site change for the Spanish community’s Vara de Rey statue from El Caney to 

Madrid. The FM needed support from Cuban officials to prevail in its struggle with 

Spanish mutual aid societies. To this end, FM leaders portrayed themselves as the 

true inheritors of Cuba’s freedom-fighting tradition while denigrating the societies as 

retrograde bastions of Spanish colonialism. Yet, oddly, the FM barely used the 

colonial-era incident best suited for its cause: the injustice suffered by innocent 

medical students at the hands of corrupt, tyrannical Spaniards in 1871.  

The Vara de Rey site transfer appears equally strange, and clearly involved 

more than the “problems of an almost exclusively technical nature” noted by the 

monument’s final report in 1915.1  The whole point of the project from its inception 

in 1907 was to erect a monument to Vara de Rey in the Cuban town where he fell 

fighting U.S. troops in 1898. Such a site would contest U.S. war memorials in the 

area and underscore Spanish-Cuban reconciliation. 

 The answers to these two puzzles reveal the possibilities and limits of Spanish 

involvement in the politics of memory in Cuba between 1898 and 1934. Adroit 

community propaganda placed the FM on the defensive by suggesting that it was 

motivated by anti-Spanish xenophobia rather than Cuban patriotism, and that such 
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sentiments had no place in civilized Cuban public discourse. This tactic left FM 

leaders reluctant to invoke the memory of the student martyrs, because such rhetoric 

would only provide more ammunition to their Spanish foes. In addition, Spanish 

elites had successfully distanced themselves after 1898 from the voluntarios’ 1871 

actions by celebrating the actions of the students’ defender, Spanish army captain 

Frederic Capdevila, as Spain’s true representative. The constraints on FM rhetoric 

represented a victory for Spanish uses of immediate memory, that which must be 

remembered, and anti-memory, that which must be forgotten.  

In contrast, the Caney city council’s 1909 site rejection revealed the limits of 

Spanish influence. The political and economic resources wielded by Spanish residents 

failed to budge Cuban nationalists on the Caney council who did not want a Vara de 

Rey monument on their plaza. Yet, even this setback showed the success of Spanish 

leaders in making overtly negative references to the colonial past unacceptable in elite 

Cuban discourse. El Caney’s mayor went to great lengths to deny that his decision 

obeyed any anti-Spanish impulse, and even avoided any mention of his mentally 

retarded brother’s execution by Vara de Rey. The mayor’s muted opposition meant 

Spanish community leaders did not get the monument site they wanted, but they did 

gain something more valuable: an untarnished hero whose martial exploits against the 

Americans in 1898 saved Spain’s reputation from complete disgrace. 

 
1 Comisión ejecutiva,  En Memoria y Honor de los heroes del Caney (Madrid: Establecimiento 
Tipográfico de Jaime Ratés, 1917), p. 6. 
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Spanish influence in the Cuban republic showed remarkable continuity with 

the colonial past. Spaniards retained a privileged place in Cuba’s labor market, 

commerce, and news media, because the racism of U.S. officials and businessmen 

and Cuban elites favored Spaniards as white Europeans over the island’s large Afro-

Cuban population. These racial attitudes created favorable conditions for mass 

immigration from Spain between 1898 and the early 1920s, and this influx of 

newcomers strengthened Spanish mutual aid societies and newspapers. The resources 

accumulated by these entities further bolstered Spanish community power, because 

they let Spanish elites establish close ties with prominent Cuban politicians.   

The Spanish organized community in Cuba maintained a greater degree of 

unity than historians have recognized. Regional loyalties usually co-existed easily 

with a Spanish national identity based on a particular relationship to the colonial past 

and the broad appeal of the Spanish royal family, red-and-gold flag, and other 

patriotic symbols. Cultural opposition to “Yankees” also united the community and 

provided impetus for reconciliation with Cubans as fellow “Latins,” a solidarity often 

shown through dual displays of the Cuban and Spanish flags. Some Cuban 

nationalists tried to root out Spanish cultural influence in schools and history texts to 

create a new Cuban identity, but such efforts did not generally prove successful. 2 

Spaniards were too entrenched in Cuba’s economy and cultural life until the political 

and economic upheaval of the early 1930s. 
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The Spanish organized community was not a monolithic entity. It 

experienced a variety of internal fissures on the basis of regional origins, ideology, 

and personal rivalries. Most notably, Catalan nationalists rejected Spanish patriotic 

histories and symbols. Instead, they drew parallels between the Spanish colonial 

tyranny suffered by Cuba and Catalunya’s twentieth-century travails, because they 

wanted their homeland to follow Cuba’s path to independence. This Catalan 

alternative view undermined Spanish community efforts to obscure the darker 

episodes of Spanish misrule in Cuba, but ultimately had a limited impact because 

Catalans commanded fewer numbers and resources than the supporters of Spanish 

patriotic projects.  

Anarchist newspapers run by immigrants from Spain also opposed Spanish 

patriotic projects and symbols, because anarchism claimed that such “bourgeois” 

initiatives had nothing to offer the working class. Many Spanish workers in Cuba did 

not agree with this point of view, and supported homages to Alfonso XIII, celebrated 

the feast day of Saint James, and donated money to Spanish monuments. Of course, 

their patriotic participation did not preclude also holding anarchist beliefs. José Moya 

notes that for Spanish workers in Argentina, “Anarchism articulated the immigrants’ 

class interests and longings. Hispanism voiced their national pride and served to 

uphold it in the face of derision by competing ethnic groups.”3 A similar duality held 

 
2 José Manuel Macarro Vera, “La imagen de España en Cuba,” in Rafael Sánchez Mantero, José 
Manuel Macarro Vera, and Leandro Álvarez Rey, La imagen de España en América.1898-1931 
(Seville: CSIC, 1994). 
3 Jose C. Moya,  Cousins and Strangers: Spanish Immigrants in Buenos Aires, 1850-1930  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998), p. 380. 
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true for many Spanish workers in Cuba as well. This seeming contradiction reflected 

the multiple and contingent nature of identity as changing contexts brought different 

personal allegiances and interests to the fore.  

Overall, Spanish national identity was most significant for elites. The majority 

of prominent Spanish residents presented themselves not just as Gallegos, Asturians, 

Canary Islanders, or members of other regional groups but also as Spaniards. 

Community leaders reinforced this image of group solidarity across regional lines 

through multiple memberships in different Spanish societies and common 

participation in a wide range of events including homages to Alfonso XIII and 

celebrations of regional saints and virgins. This Spanish nationalism co-existed with 

alternate identities. For example, the ultra-patriotic Spanish newspaper director 

Nicolás Rivero sent his children to U.S. schools and favored U.S. annexation during 

the first occupation, choices that reflected the multiple nature of identity rather than 

hypocrisy. Personal rivalries and bitter power struggles undermined elite cohesion on 

many occasions, but most of the time Spanish leaders managed to pull together to 

promote issues of common interest and concern for the organized community. 

 Three primary national orientations jockeyed for position and legitimacy in 

the Cuban republic, not just two as Louis Pérez suggests. Competition between Cuban 

and U.S. memory projects cannot be fully understood without factoring in how 

Spanish residents chose to ‘Remember the Maine.’ Cuban presidents such as Alfredo 

Zayas and Gerardo Machado used Maine-related commemorations to project a 
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carefully triangulated position about the events of 1898 that offered something to 

U.S. officials, Cuban nationalists, and Spanish financial backers. The U.S. 

government wanted to see expressions of Cuban gratitude for American sacrifices on 

Cuba’s behalf in 1898; Cuban nationalists wanted to downplay the significance of 

U.S. intervention; and Spaniards demanded that they be absolved of any blame for the 

battleship’s explosion. Speeches by Cuban officials and changes in the Cuban 

government’s design for a Maine memorial in Havana incorporated gestures to all 

three of these constituencies.  

 

Last Stones 
 
 On November 20, 1928, the Centro Asturiano inaugurated its social palace 

near the Centro Gallego. The new building’s opulence reflected the two societies’ 

friendly rivalry but also testified to continued Spanish salience in Cuba. The Centro 

Asturiano chose a young Cuban-born Spaniard to speak on its behalf before the 

assembled Spanish and Cuban dignitaries.4 His speech stressed the “brotherly 

embrace” between the Cuban and Spanish flags flying atop the building and the 

similarities between the Cuban hero Antonio Maceo and the Asturian legend Don 

Pelayo, initiator of the Catholic reconquest of Spain. These remarks and the choice of 

speaker indicated a high-point in reconciliation between Spaniards and Cubans. They 

 
4 This speaker was Francisco L. Rodríguez, the vice-president of the Centro Asturiano’s Sección de 
Recreo y Adorno. Raimundo García,  El Libro del Centro Asturiano de la Habana 1886-1927  
(Havana: P. Fernandez y Ca., 1928), pp. 559-560. 
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suggested that Spanish and Cuban identity could co-exist harmoniously even in a 

single body.  [see image #14] 

This rosy vision came under fire in the late 1920s and early 1930s because of 

rising nationalism among young Cubans angered by the devastation inflicted on Cuba 

by the Depression and the repressive Machado regime. Many Cubans blamed foreign 

influences, primarily the United States but also Spanish residents, for the island’s 

problems. As a result, Spanish power and identity in Cuba waned after 1933, because 

of return migration to Spain and President Grau San Martín’s work nationalization 

decree which encouraged remaining Spanish residents to adopt Cuban citizenship. 

The Spanish organized community continued to be a significant force in Cuban life 

until 1959, but its involvement in the politics of memory proved most notable 

between 1898 and 1934 when Spanish societies and residents celebrated the first and 

last stones of a wide variety of buildings and monuments that maintained a strong 

Spanish imprint on the island’s historical and cultural landscape. 
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Illustrations  

 

Image #1: Reconcentration Victims 
Source: Raul Izquierdo Canosa, La reconcentración, p. 19 
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Image #2: Centro Gallego 
Source: Diario de la Marina, December 11, 1913 
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Image #3: Vara de Rey and his Two Monuments plus the Maltiempo Obelisk 
Sources: Diario de Ibiza, 1915 Memoria, and Diario de la Marina 
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Image #4: Monument to the Spanish Soldier, San Juan Hill 
Source: Lojendio, p. 157 
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Image #5: Cartoon Honoring Spanish-Cuban Amity in 1908 
Source: Reprinted from La Política Cómica in Casimiro Fernandez  
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Image #6: 1898 U.S. Cartoon about the Spanish Surrender of Santiago 

Source: General Shafter Papers 
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Image #7: Belligerent U.S. Sheet Music in 1898 

Source: The Flowers Collection 
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Image #8 
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Image #9: Buick and Maine Memorial ad 

Source: Diario de la Marina 
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Image #10: 1912 Maine Memorial Design 

Source: U.S. State Department Records 
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Image #11 
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Image #12: 1925 Havana Maine Memorial 

Source: Santovenia, p. 155 
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Image #13: De la Huerta Allegories 

Source: Santovenia, p. 157 
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Image #14: Centro Asturiano 
Source: Diario de la Marina, Número Centenario in 1932 
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